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      I know you guys have been waiting on this book, so, for your patience, I thank you.

      Sometimes, I can drop a series one-a-month, sometimes, it takes me a while. That’s the thing with creativity and inspiration. It’s either there, or it isn’t, and it can’t be forced.

      If I’d have released Dare You To Keep Me back in April as planned, it would have been forced. Now? It’s how it was always meant to be.

      Patience might not be one of Drew’s virtues, but I know my readers possess it and, once again, thank you for that.

      As always, if you want the latest updates on my books, then become a Diva in my FB reader group. I know, I know, you might not want to, but have a look in there, see what it’s like, and you can always leave. HOWEVER, you’ll always be the first to know about releases.

      Also, check it out if you want to see the cover for the next book in the HawkRidge High series!!

      Love you,

      Serena xoxo
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      “Fuck you.”

      Sarah Dunham smirked at me, and even though I’d been raised not to hit a woman, God help me, I wanted to. If she’d been a guy, I would have. I’d have smacked her right in the fucking face, grinding my fists down until I heard the satisfying pop of her nose breaking.

      “You wish I’d fuck you,” Sarah purred, knowing she had me right where she wanted me. “But then, if that was what you were into, you wouldn’t be in this predicament, would you?”

      The way she talked about it made it sound like I was into fucking sheep or something. But in the tiny town of Hawk Ridge, North Carolina, sticking your dick in another guy’s ass made me a pervert.

      Fuck, I hated this place. Hated it. And I hated what I was about to do to keep this shit secret even more.

      I was the dick of my year. I knew that. I owned it. I’d worked hard to build that rep. Shoveling shit where I could, causing trouble when I had the chance. But that didn’t mean I didn’t give a fuck about my family. I did. They were all that mattered, but if they knew how I got my kicks?

      They’d disown me.

      Faster than snapping their fingers.

      A mother high up in politics, a father richer than Croesus… neither of them would want a gay son to tarnish the family image, and out in the cold I’d be.

      Some people could handle the cold, but I wasn’t one of them. I gulped down air, trying not to panic. I had a solution, but the solution sucked, and I hated Sarah Dunham all the more for it.

      She was a first-class bitch. Toxic and unclean. Worst of all? She’d get away with it. For life. She’d go around destroying the people in her vicinity, all because she could. Because she’d always have people in her debt, people like me, who gave her the connections she needed to get what she wanted.

      I snatched the baggies from her and gritted out, “I’ll get it done before tomorrow night’s game.”

      Her top lip curved in a smirk that made me want to smack her again. “You do that.”

      When she swerved on her heel, I watched her walk off. Her ass was tight and highlighted to perfection in a pair of skinny jeans that should have been illegal in a high school setting. I’d been to strip joints where the women wore less revealing clothes. Topped with a halter top that had every man wanting to unfasten that knot, I recognized that I didn’t have to like the bitch to find her hot.

      My jaw worked as I pocketed the gear.

      Guilt didn’t sit well with me, but if this was just about me, I’d say fuck it. I’d let Sarah do whatever she wanted. Blackmailers were scum and Sarah was at the top of that particular food chain, but she had my balls in a vise and she knew that.

      Smashing my fist into the wall did nothing but bust up my knuckles and potentially break one of my fingers. The pain helped ease some of my guilt. But shit, I hadn’t framed an innocent girl yet.

      How the fuck would I feel when all this was over?

      I didn’t know, and I wasn’t looking forward to finding out.
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      “Jessa, where are you? I wanted to speak with you before I left school.”

      I winced, unsure of what to say. I couldn’t exactly tell my mother who’d just gone to bat for me and Max with the principal that Max had freaked out, could I? It would make him look guilty in her eyes, and that was the last thing any of us needed.

      Three bags of drugs had been found in my locker. Three bags that didn’t belong to me. Max had caught Derick goddamn Petersen messing around with my locker, had texted me to come and check he hadn’t gotten inside, but he had.

      Those drugs weren’t mine.

      They’d been planted.

      Planted.

      This felt like the start of some cop procedural show, for God’s sake.

      Biting the inside of my cheek, I lied, “I had to take Max home. He left some stuff that he needed to grab there. You know it can get cold at the end of a game.” She knew because I often complained to her about being stuck outside late at night when it started to get colder. The days were still warm, unseasonably so, but the nights? Yeesh. They could grow bitter.

      She hesitated for a second, then murmured, “Jessa, I need to tell you something.”

      “Sure, what is it?” I asked, staring at the road ahead as I made my way to Max’s home on one of Hawk Ridge’s highest hills. The house had been in the Davenham family for generations as they’d founded the town, but I knew it wasn’t Max’s father’s main home.

      Everyone talked about how often his wife was here and he was on post, but no one outright came out with the question: were they separated?

      Max and I were close, and I’d never even asked him that.

      “Your trust fund came into effect when you were eighteen.”

      My eyes widened and the car swerved on the road as my hands jerked at the wheel. Whatever I’d expected her to say, it hadn’t been that. “My trust fund?” I repeated dumbly.

      “Yes. Your brother will get one as well.” Her voice quivered a second. “I didn’t want to tell you.”

      I knew she had a trust fund, one that would keep us all in VIP living for the rest of our naturals, but that we had one too? That was definitely new information.

      “Aaron has a trust fund as well?” I queried, shaking my head slightly. “I thought we’d just… I don’t know, inherit yours?”

      “No. My grandfather shook things up. Dad wanted to come down and speak to you about it, but I managed to convince him otherwise.”

      My brow furrowed in confusion. Mom was all for being open and honest, and as much as I was able, I usually was with her because she dealt with me fairly. “Why?” I half-accused. “Why didn’t you want me or Aaron to know?”

      “Because I didn’t approve. When I was eighteen…” She blew out a breath. “When I gained access to my trust fund, I went a little crazy. That was how I got your grandfather to stay in New York and not to come and talk to you about this, because he knew just how bad things got. I didn’t want you to be affected the same way.”

      I scowled at the road ahead. “I’m not you, Mom, and to be frank, I’m offended that you think I am.” When she gasped, I stated firmly, “My parents are good, down-to-earth people. They’re not like Grandfather Max. They’re not elitist pricks who think anyone who isn’t in the top tax bracket isn’t worthy of their attention. My parents are decent, and they trust my brother and me to be good, outstanding people too—”

      “Oh, Jessa,” my mom breathed. “Thank you for that. But if you knew just what I got up to—”

      “I don’t need to know,” I interrupted quickly. “You were young. We’re all allowed a rebellion. And, to be frank, Mom, if Grandfather Max had been my dad? Jeez, I’d definitely be a thousand times worse than I am. He’s lucky you’re the way you are now.”

      “Your father saved me, Jessa. Kept me in line in a way my father never did.”

      I’d seen the way my parents looked at one another. I didn’t need her words to know just how in love they were even all these years later. “I know, Mom.”

      “You don’t, and I’m glad you don’t. Not really. I never want you to know what I did, but…” She huffed. “As a result of what happened to me, with me, your trust funds are different.”

      “They are?” My brow puckered as I indicated to turn onto the green and windy path toward Max’s home. I had a bad feeling where he was concerned. I just knew he was going to run. This conversation was important, but equally, Max was.

      He just didn’t know how important he was, otherwise, he’d never even think about running.

      I didn’t let the people I cared about get away from me.

      Life was too short for that.

      “Yes. I’m sorry, love, but… Well, to make sure that any future trust fund babies behave themselves, a clause was put in place. If you misbehave to an extent that the trustees consider you—”

      At her hesitation, and because it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out where she was going with this, I helpfully chimed in, “Behaving in an obscene way?”

      “Yes, that.” She cleared her throat. “Well, if you do, then you’ll lose access to your trust fund.”

      I shrugged. “Okay. Well, I mean, I never do anything obscene.” And I was on the debate team. I just dared any fuddy-duddy trustee to tell me that I led my life in a manner that was obscene.

      “Drugs, Jessa? If this sticks…”

      “It won’t, Mom. It won’t,” I promised her. “The footage—”

      “There is no footage,” she said bleakly. “I asked that prick Sommers for it and he said there wasn’t any.” My eyes narrowed at that because the halls had cameras, so where were the recordings? “Now,” she continued, drawing my attention back to the matter at hand, “I’ve managed to sweep this away for the moment but, and it’s a big but, you know the board of governors isn’t going to leave this lying down.”

      Shit, Max had been right about not getting the faculty involved, hadn’t he? I should have listened, I’d just never imagined I’d be triggering some kind of school conspiracy. But my biggest concern was him, because if he was right on the money with that, was he correct about something else too?

      My voice shook as I asked, “Mom?”

      “Yes, love.”

      “Sommers wants to blame Max, doesn’t he?”

      She released a shaky breath. “Yeah. He does. Jessa, your trust fund—you have to know what your grandfather is like. Once you inherit that, that’s it. If you lose it, there’ll be nothing more. Just think of Aunt Belinda…”

      “I know, Mom. I know.” My fingers tightened on the steering wheel as I thought about how my stupid aunt had thought she was on the poverty line when her account had hit ten mill. “It’s okay.”

      “Losing access to a hundred million dollars is not okay, Jessa!” she barked.

      I winced. “A hundred million? Jesus, Mom.”

      “Yes. It’s a lot of money. I won’t have you lose it!”

      “And I won’t let Max take the blame for something he didn’t even do. Derick Petersen was behind this, dammit. You have to believe me. Why would I have gone to Sommers in the first place if this—”

      “You’re right.” She sighed, and I just knew she’d be pinching the bridge of her nose because her voice, when it came next, sounded nasal. “You’re right. Why would you have gone to the principal if you were guilty. I’m sorry, baby. I’m just panicking.”

      It was weird how she did that when she was one of the strongest people I knew. But I also knew that where Aaron and I were concerned, we were her biggest weaknesses. She’d go to war for us, show the fiercest of fronts, but behind the scenes, she’d be a quivering wreck.

      When I saw Max’s home up ahead, I pulled into the side. I hadn’t passed Max on the way here so I wasn’t even sure if this was the way he’d come home, but I knew this would be his first port of call before he ran off. I knew it like I knew I was apparently a hundred million dollars richer.

      Jesus wept.

      My throat felt thick at the thought of what that money could do, what we could do with it, and I bit down on my lip as I murmured, “Max would never, ever hurt me, Mom. You know that, right?”

      “Yes, yes, I do. He has feelings for you, Jessa. You know that, don’t you?”

      For a second, I had no words, and because her husky chuckle sounded down the line, I just crinkled my nose and blurted out, “Sommers is all bluster.”

      “He is that,” she intoned darkly, then, her tone turned musing. “In fact, leave it with me. I have an idea.”

      I blinked. “You do? About what?”

      “I’ll tell you if it works when you come home. Love you, baby. Enjoy the game.”

      Before I could reply, she cut the call, and I was left dealing with the fact I was a wealthy heiress so long as none of this went public…

      Sometimes, only a foreign curse word could ever truly convey just how messed up something was.

      Fuck wasn’t enough, but joder? Yup, that did the trick.
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      I knew something was wrong the second I began jogging onto the field for warmups.

      My head was fuzzy and my heart was pounding. I was fit. Ridiculously fit. I was used to working out harder than this, well at ease with running for miles without my heart beating this fast, so I knew something wasn’t right.

      When Coach hollered something at us, it was like my ears weren’t working, either.

      I blinked at him, stared at the guys around me, my team, and followed their movements, trying to force my body to move, to obey my will.

      In the distance, the goalposts were blurry, and when Sam, to my left, began to jog toward them, I followed him, but my chest felt tight. As I took a few steps forward, a sharp pain speared through my upper body, blooming through my torso before hitting my arm like a lightning bolt. In tandem, the goalposts became more than a blur. They were impossible to make out.

      I squinted, trying to focus on them, but I couldn’t. My eyes wouldn’t work.

      Unable to stop myself, I dropped to my knees. I felt the earth vibrate around me as people surrounded me, felt someone grab at my arm and try to haul me upright.

      But it didn’t work. Couldn’t work.

      My eyes closed as I allowed the pain to swallow me whole.
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      The wind was in my hair.

      A hot guy was by my side.

      The sun was beaming down on us as we drove down one of the best streets in town, and all should have been right with my world.

      It was Friday.

      The weekend was here, and I should have been on my way to the game. The big one. Against the Lone Elms. I should have been pumped. My boyfriend, the captain of the football team, was going to kick ass, my best friend was going to score a gazillion touchdowns, and a new friend was supposed to watch it by my side.

      Of course, my Friday hadn’t worked out as planned.

      What had Steinbeck said?

      The best laid plans of mice and men…

      I was very much feeling like a mouse. A mouse in a huge wheel someone else was controlling. Spinning it so fast that I didn’t have a hope in hell of catching up, of ever making my way back to some semblance of normalcy.

      My day hadn’t even started off like any other.

      I hadn’t woken up in my girly bedroom hearing my brother taking a dump—ew—in the bathroom we shared.

      I hadn’t had breakfast with my distracted dad as he spoke about how the Arctic was representative of society on the whole—melting and morphing into a whole other form. I hadn’t even been kissed by my mom, who passed off the coffee cake our housekeeper, Catalina, baked as her own.

      No, I’d started the day off in Sam’s arms, in his upstairs living room, in his house. I’d spent the night there because my cat, Buddy, had been run over the day before, and I just hadn’t been able to deal with the prospect of being in bed with him not cuddling up to me at some point during the night. Waking up without him? No. I couldn’t. Not yet.

      Waking up with Sam should have been the start of a pleasant day, but with grief for Buddy plaguing me, it hadn’t. Then there’d come the clusterfuck.

      The drugs planted in my locker.

      The suspicion was thrown my new friend’s way because he came from the wrong side of the tracks in a world where the right side paid to always look like good old boys.

      And then there was the news of my trust fund, which I could lose if this situation wasn’t resolved in my favor.

      This day hadn’t started out with much promise, and it was ending with the threat of my best friend Drew having a heart attack.

      A.

      Heart.

      Attack.

      He was eighteen.

      Eighteen.

      Did eighteen-year-olds even have heart attacks?

      I mean, I was close to a panic attack, but cardiac arrest?

      Surely not.

      And my boyfriend, the guy who’d texted me about this shit, wasn’t picking up his fucking phone. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to hug him or hit him the second I set eyes on him.

      “Jessa, calm down. I’m sure there’s an explanation,” Max rasped, and I tilted my head to the side to stare at him, wondering how he could look so fucking cool driving my Mini convertible.

      But then, that was just Max.

      He was simply effortless in his scruffy clothes, and in my world, that just didn’t exist.

      Effort went into everything. Three of the girls in my year had already been under the knife, and before we were all thirty, I half-expected one of them to have a full plastic surgery makeover. Guys were just as bad. No one said anything about them though. Take Harry Greaves, for example, a football player and the guy dating one of the girls I hated most in my year. He’d had some work on his brow. He’d had a weird forehead, like a monkey, next thing, dude showed up at school looking like Brad Pitt!

      I reached up and began to toy with my bottom lip. Nerves and fear and panic swirled around my body like a toxic cocktail. Just sitting here, doing nothing? It about killed me.

      I loved Sam.

      He was my boyfriend. The love of my life.

      But Drew?

      He owned my heart too. Had for years.

      Maybe a woman shouldn’t love more than one man, especially not at the same time, and definitely not with some kind of morality clause standing between her and a hundred mill, but I didn’t really give a fuck.

      As today had proven, life was so short. Too short to be miserable, and that was why, even though just the day before Drew and Sam had admitted they had feelings for each other, we were going to move things ahead. Light years ahead.

      If Drew was still alive, that is.

      God, he had to be alive, right?

      My heart was racing like a terrified dove in my chest, and I knew, point blank, that I was going to be sick.

      “Pull the car over,” I begged.

      Max, thank God, didn’t argue. He complied and the second we came to a stop, I shoved open the door, clambered out to the side of the road, fell to my knees, and puked up the little I’d eaten all day.

      When I’d purged my stomach, the scent hit me and made me heave again, then I felt it.

      Heat.

      A hard hand on my back, gentle fingers stroking up and down my spine.

      God, that felt good.

      So good.

      I shivered, my arms quaking from holding me up as weakness assaulted me. Beneath my palms, sticks and stones from the roadside dug into me. All around, there were bits of trash and litter, but I didn’t have it in me to get up. Not yet.

      I knew my body and knew that being sick would have fucked with my blood sugar. Christ, I hated having diabetes. Who wanted to eat at a time like this? And yet, I’d have to.

      Almost as though he knew what I was about to say, there was a bar waved in front of me. I stared at it, stared at the hand connected to a boy who was a friend, but who also felt so right. Bypassing those thoughts and the feelings that were attached to them because I just didn’t have it in me to think about that now, I noticed he held one of the bars I often ate. The same brand and my favorite flavor.

      How was he carrying one? Had he grabbed it from the glove compartment?

      “I started carrying them around when I found out about your diabetes,” he murmured, answering my unspoken questions and making my heart melt.

      I had no idea what to say in response to that, but I reached up—not for the bar, but for his wrist.

      What was it with me?

      How could I want Sam and Drew, and then have these strange feelings for Max? And they were strange. All day, I’d felt muddled over him. His fear and concern for being tossed out of HawkRidge High, his certainty that he was going to be blamed for putting the drugs in my locker when he hadn’t had a damn thing to do with it… My protective instincts had been stirred, and then, when I’d known he was going to run and I’d gone to his home to hold him off? We’d hugged and it had felt…

      I released a shaky breath as I acknowledged what I felt.

      Safe.

      Warm.

      Needed.

      My throat closed up as I thought about my mom’s words. How the principal was trying to shove the blame at him, and how she thought he had feelings for me. Heart pounding, I cupped his wrist, my fingers spreading over his pulse before I grabbed the bar. “We need to go.”

      He nodded and tipped his chin at the chocolate bar in his hand. “We do, but you need to eat first.”

      There was no point in arguing with him. He was right. I felt dizzy and shaky and there was no way I was going to make it back into the car without puking again if I didn’t at least attempt to settle my stomach.

      Even as I reached for the bar, he hauled me up as though I weighed nothing. Maybe to him, I didn’t. He was huge, after all. Tall, bulky with his muscles. Similar to Sam who was a tight end, and everyone knew how big they could be.

      Like with Sam and Drew, I felt small beside him. Delicate. And I wasn’t sure why, but I loved that feeling. I loved how they could haul me around, loved their strength because it made me feel cherished. But also, it reminded me that I was strong too.

      Sam and Drew didn’t have to congregate around me, nor did Max. But they did. Three strong young men, each with their own minds, their own moral code, and their own dispositions, chose to be with me.

      Two of them even chose to love me.

      If that wasn’t empowering, I wasn’t sure what was.

      They said that behind every powerful man there was a strong woman. What did that make me if I had three men who chose to be with me?

      Lady Hulk?

      Rawr.

      My lips curved as I plunked down in the passenger seat. I wasn’t certain if Lady Hulk would have puked up her breakfast and lunch at the prospect of losing one of her men, but my emotions and hormones had been all over the place this week. What with Buddy and the crap with the drugs and now this… It was a wonder I wasn’t alternating between puking and sobbing.

      Now that would be a sight to behold.

      
        
        ❖

        Drew

      

      

      Coach Mellors’ jaw clenched as he stared at me, and I knew if he was chewing on a toothpick like he’d been doing for the past few years since he’d quit smoking, he’d probably have a mouthful of wooden shards.

      At least a tongue splinter would take his focus off me, but I had a feeling not even that would make him forget his anger.

      Honesty, I couldn’t blame him. In his position, I’d be fucking angry too.

      “I’m sorry, Coach,” I rasped, and at my side, Sam, my best friend and the guy I’d loved for over half my life, jerked upright and began pacing across the medical room. Not that it eased his agitation any. The room was smaller than a closet, but long enough to fit a gurney—Sam wasn’t going to find much satisfaction in walking off his tension.

      I’d been in here for a concussion last year, poked and prodded after I’d been led off the field. Wrists were wrapped here, tight muscles were stretched, and James Anderson claimed the nurse who’d been fired last year had lost her job because she’d sucked him off within this tiny space.

      Anderson was a grade-A bullshitter, of course, but the nurse had been hot, and she had looked at the players like I looked at junk food when Coach wanted me to drop a few pounds before a big game. It was fifty-fifty that the nurse had sucked off Anderson, but I actually believed the ass for once.

      Coach said jack shit to me in response to my apology. Didn’t even move a muscle. My body felt flushed with heat, not just from the excess chemicals in my system, but from fear.

      I’d ruined my life.

      My future was no more.

      Shuddering at the thought, at the ramifications, I wanted to curl in on myself, retreat into a shell like a tortoise. If only.

      “You think sorry’s enough?” Mellors eventually drawled, making me jolt because I hadn’t been sure he’d say a fucking word to me. His tone told me that no matter what happened, he’d make me pay for fucking up, and I’d pay the price.

      I’d been a dick.

      A twenty-four carat, solid gold piece of shit.

      “No.” I hung my head, genuinely remorseful for being stupid enough to rely on prescription meds to get through senior year.

      Whether it was a bad batch or something—I was no chemist—taking two Adderall had me experiencing palpitations during warmups, which had made me feel like I was dying. The pain in my chest had been epic, and according to Sam who’d helped haul me in here with Mellors, I’d passed out for a couple of minutes.

      After my brain had cleared some, Mellors had shoved some water at me, allowed me to take a breather and the palpitations had stopped but the questions had only just started.

      This guy could have been a part of the Inquisition. Dude was a badass motherfucker that reminded me of Nick Fury in The Avengers. I swear, throw in a torture device, and this bastard would have me admitting to shit I hadn’t even done just to get him to back off.

      “You stupid bastard,” Sam ground out, as he carried on pacing, back and forth, back and forth, so fast he was like a goddamn yoyo. So fast it was a wonder he didn’t walk into the walls.

      “I have a lot going on,” I defended weakly, well aware that there was no justification for what I’d done. For my stupidity.

      “You could have asked Jessa or me for help. Max too! Goddammit, Drew.”

      His anger made me feel sick inside, but his disappointment in me was worse. “You don’t get it.”

      “What don’t we get?” Mellors asked, his tone making the Arctic look tropical, but he moved away from the wall where he’d been leaning since I’d admitted to taking Adderall. Each step closer made my nerves soar.

      “I-I…” I blew out a breath. “I’m trying to work as many hours as I can, study as much as I can, train as much as I can… There isn’t enough time in the day for everything I have to do. Sometimes, I can’t even sleep because I have homework.” I reached up and rubbed the back of my neck. “I’ve taken on extra shifts at the store too.”

      Sam stiffened as I’d known he would. “What?”

      I shrugged and cut him a tired look. “When you let me have your car, I’d go there in the morning. Help out.”

      “Why?” Coach barked.

      “I need the money.” I almost yelled the words in Coach’s face, but his eyes were stony, his face like a mask. “Why the fuck else?”

      “For more drugs?”

      “No.” The dick. I glowered at Coach. “For my grandmother.”

      Sam gaped at me like he didn’t know me, and this shit? He didn’t know. I couldn’t tell him. How could he even begin to understand what the fuck it was like to be poor? Sam was one of the elites in an academy for elite jerk offs. He and Jessa, Sam’s girlfriend, made rich people look poor. How could he ever understand the shit average folk had to do to get by?

      Unease, anger, and frustration warred inside me. He’d never understand. How could he?

      “F-For your grandmother?” Sam spluttered. “What the fuck? What’s wrong with her?” He shook his head. “She isn’t even talking to you since you stopped going to church!”

      Mellors’ hand came up to clamp down on Sam’s shoulder. “Let the boy talk.”

      I almost grunted at Mellors’ subtle way of putting me down.

      Boy.

      Like I was five or something.

      Shit, with the decisions I’d been making lately, maybe I deserved the title.

      “She’s going to lose her house soon.”

      “Why?” Coach pressed, his eyes narrowed, and I sensed he was looking amid my answers for bullshit.

      Christ, it really was like an interrogation. “Because she’s sick,” I whispered, admitting something the family hadn’t admitted to anyone. Not since her diagnosis. “And her insurance isn’t covering all the medical bills.”

      “You can’t help out on a part-time wage, Drew,” Mellors rumbled as he stared at me, but there was a softening on his face that told me I’d inadvertently passed his test.

      Whatever that test was, I wasn’t entirely sure, but my words had been scanned for bullshit and his meter reading came out negative.

      Truthfully, I’d never been on his bad side before, so this, unlike with some of the other guys on the team, was new to me. I was the QB, a star on the field, and with Sam on defense and me on offense, we were pretty fucking unbeatable. Except when neither of us were playing in the damn game, that is, like tonight.

      I cleared my throat. “Sam, shouldn’t you get back to the game?”

      Mellors squinted at me, then he nodded. “He’s right. Go. You missed the first quarter, but you can join the next and help us beat those dicks from Lone Elm.”

      Sam sputtered and argued, “You can’t be serious. I’m not leaving Drew—”

      “You’ll go and do as I say,” Coach growled, grabbing him by the shoulder and shoving him toward the door.

      Before Sam could do more than huff, he was on the other side of the door and Mellors had his back to it. I heard a loud growl, then a bang that told me Sam had either punched a wall or thrown something at the lockers. I closed my eyes in the vain hope that the idiot hadn’t hurt his hands—they were the moneymakers, after all. Eight fingers and two thumbs, so delicate in a game where two-hundred-pound teenagers could stomp on them as easily as breathing.

      Folding his arms over his chest, Coach stared at me and fuck, any softness had disappeared.

      “I should call the principal.”

      My heart, which had already been dancing this evening, began to pump like mad. When he did that, then… well, that was it. The beginning of the end. My life, which was just about to start, was officially over.

      No graduation.

      No scholarship.

      No more football.

      No more Sam or Jessa. Hell, no Max.

      I could feel my eyes start to burn and though I hated myself for almost crying, I just tilted my head back, stared at the fuzzy tiles overhead, and waited for him to deliver my fate.

      “But I won’t.”

      The words fell like lightning bolts into the room, and the queasy feeling in my stomach didn’t dissipate—if anything, it began to churn ever harder.

      Rolling my head forward, my eyes round, I stared at him. “Why?” I croaked out.

      “Because you’re the only decent kid on the fucking team except for Sam, and Sam’s a rich kid asshole in his own way.” Mellors reached up, grabbed his chin, then jerked his head to the side. He sighed with relief when his neck popped. “Sam’s good, one of the best I ever trained, but you?” Mellors shook his head. “You’re NFL quality, Drew. Knew it the second I watched you play in the junior team.”

      My throat closed, because while most kids in my position could probably think of nothing better than hearing those words from their Coach, all I could think was—but I want to be an engineer.

      I didn’t say that though.

      For whatever reason, if Mellors was on my side, then he wouldn’t ruin the future I’d been so stupid to jeopardize in the first place.

      “I’m not about to let you throw everything down the drain because you’re a punk kid who doesn’t know what the fuck he’s doing.”

      I gritted my teeth at that. “I had no choice.”

      “There’s always a choice, dipshit,” Mellors retorted, his jaw tensing as he folded his arms across his chest. The big-ass biceps bulged as he squeezed them. “Always. And drugs are never it. You’re going to leave here soon, then you’ll go to college, and you’re going to be tempted by pussy, alcohol, and more drugs. They’re going to turn your fucking head, and because you’re young, you’ll follow that path, but it won’t be on my watch, and I’ll know that I’ve done my best to steer you to the greatness you can achieve.”

      Narrowing my eyes at him, I rasped, “What do you want from me?” There were always consequences, and Mellors was a bastard when it came to punishments.

      “I want you to quit your job.”

      I gaped at him. “Did you even hear me? Did you fucking hear me when I said my grandma needs the cash?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “I did.”

      “And? How the hell can I quit my job? We need every cent, man.” My fists tightened with the impotent rage that I’d been dealing with for years. Not only because she was dying, but because the old witch wasn’t speaking to me. Hell, why not throw in the fact my dad was a negligent POS too? It was no wonder my frustration and anger were throttling me from the inside out.

      My anger washed off Coach, however, and in a bland voice, he stated, “I’ll speak with the principal and talk to him about your scholarship with us.”

      I stared at him, uncertain if he was threatening me or offering me a solution. “What?” Confusion made the word a croak.

      “You and Sam are the only two people who make those fuckers out there into anything special. They’re grunts. Good grunts, but with you two leading them, we get to a good place.

      “Principal Dickface wants us to win the District Championship this year. Minimum. But I know he’s got his eye on at least the Regionals. State, too, if those dumb fucks out there pull their heads out of their asses. If he wants any of that, then he needs you and Sam focused, because without you, they might as well be playing for fun. You and I both know that.” He cut me a dour look, one that told me that he wasn’t stroking my ego. But hell, my ego wasn’t even primping. I didn’t give a fuck about football. It was a means to an end for me. “—and I don’t even want to know what you and Sam have going down between the two of you—” he continued, now staring at me in a way that had my stomach twisting again. Fuck, did the man see everything? “But I know that Sam ain’t going to play his best if you’ve been kicked out of school, never mind the team.”

      When I thought about the money that came from my mom’s life insurance policy to fund my schooling here, I almost wanted to cry.

      HawkRidge High was an elite academy an hour away from Durham, NC. It had seen no less than three presidents spend their formative years here in their century of torturing students, and future city slickers who would ruin the environment as well as the economy were undoubtedly in my class as well as those below me.

      I wasn’t just at school. I was in a kind of ‘1984’ playpen with kids who were on track to have a real influence on our society—and that sure as hell wasn’t great, considering, as Mellors had said himself, that most of the fuckers here were grunts.

      But they were rich grunts.

      With powerful daddies, and that was all that mattered.

      At thirty grand a term, if we didn’t have to pay the remaining two terms of my fees, we’d be able to save my grandmother’s home.

      Thirty grand was a shit ton of money to anyone, well, anyone except for the pupils here. I knew some of the girls had purse collections worth more than that, and here I was, trying to save up a measly twelve thousand dollars to save my grandmother’s home from repossession on a part-time wage…

      There was no justice in this world, and I knew that made me a hypocrite considering Coach Mellors was about to cover up my stupidity.

      “What about what happened today?” I questioned hesitantly.

      He shook his head, his disappointment evident. “You’re going to get checked out. I want a full bill of health before you get back on the field. Then, you’re going to work your ass off on the shit that matters. You even cross the line once? I’m going to make you wish you’d never been born.”

      I frowned at him, not in irritation but in confusion. “Why are you doing this, Coach?”

      “Because, idiocy aside, you’re a good kid. Not many of the little bastards here give a flying fuck about their grandmothers, yet here you are, working on trying to save her.” He narrowed his eyes then pointed a finger at me. “You’d better not be bullshitting me about that, Drew.”

      My eyes rounded. “Why the hell would I? You can ask my boss how many hours I work if you want.”

      Mellors squinted at me, then he asked, “This why I ain’t seen your daddy around much?”

      Unease filled me. “Kind of.”

      He jerked his chin up. “What else is going on?”

      “Around about the time he started taking more shifts, he met someone. He hangs around with her a lot.”

      Mellors grunted but he didn’t comment. “You’re a good kid, Drew. Don’t make me regret helping you out.”

      My throat felt like a shit ton of cotton balls had been stuffed down it.

      “I won’t let you down.”

      “You’d better fucking not,” he growled, as he grabbed the door and dragged it open. “I want to know who your dealer is.”

      I winced but knew there was no way I could prevaricate—he wouldn’t let me. “Sarah Dunham.”

      “Little bitch.” Mellors dipped his head. “Your chest still tight?”

      “No.”

      “Better hope you haven’t goddamn damaged it,” he rasped. “That shit can wreck your heart.”

      Said organ took up residence with the cotton balls in my throat. “Fuck.”

      Mellors narrowed his eyes at me, but before he stormed off, I heard him grind out, “Yeah. Fuck.”

      
        
        ❖

        Max

      

      

      I watched her eat every bite of the bar she didn’t want, wincing with her when she had to wash it down with some water to swallow, and only then did I start the engine again.

      Before I’d met Jessa, it’d been ages since I’d driven, and on the few opportunities I’d had to drive her car, I’d come to realize it felt good to be behind the wheel again. My mom’s vehicle had been a piece of shit, but it had been a mode of transportation and had, in its own way, represented freedom.

      I’d missed driving, had missed it more than I’d realized. It was even nicer not having to worry about gas or having to pay for that gas. The thought had my lips curving down at the sides, but when Jessa pressed her hand to my leg, the move not only stunned the shit out of me, but it also made me hard as a fucking rock.

      Only trouble was, when I glanced at her to see what the hell was going on, I saw her fear and panic and knew she was only touching me for comfort.

      Comfort.

      Great.

      Exactly what I wanted to engender in her. Not. But, equally, I didn’t not want to be that for her, either.

      Talk about confusing.

      Jessa was good people, the best, and the things she made me feel? God, those feelings were changing me in a way that a lifetime in a shit neighborhood in Charlotte should have made rock solid.

      I gnawed on the inside of my cheek, because I knew being a friend was all I could ever be to Jessa. She had Sam, and even worse for me, though I was happy for her, he loved Jessa. Loved her so much it was painfully obvious to see.

      With a sigh, I acted on one of the things she made me feel. Braving her potential rejection, I reached down and entwined my fingers with hers. Her palm was clammy, her fingers too, but I didn’t mind. I was a guy. I’d been dealing with clammy hands since puberty and had only recently grown out of that irritating phase.

      The silence between us was pleasant. There was no pressure to talk, and I enjoyed that. I enjoyed being with her even though it felt like my entire world was crumbling around me.

      No matter what she said, I knew the principal was going to figure out a way to blame me for the drugs, and no matter what, even if it made zero sense, I’d end up being expelled.

      My moments with Jessa were drawing to a close, and what stunned me the most was how much that saddened me.

      I lived in my father’s home, and we were about twenty minutes outside of town. Just as I made the turn for HawkRidge High, Jessa’s phone buzzed.

      “Sam? Oh, thank God! Why didn’t you answer my calls before?”

      Whatever he said had her gritting her teeth.

      “Where are you? Where’s Drew?” She frowned. “You’re not in the hospital? Okay. We’ll be at the school in about ten minutes.” A pause. “You’re playing in the game? The fuck? Sam, do not tell me you left Drew alone!”

      My eyes widened at that because shit, that was a douche move, and I hadn’t thought Sam would be like that—game or not.

      Pursing my lips in disapproval, I kept my own irritation to myself. Jessa was already on edge and I didn’t want to make shit worse for her while she was still on shaky ground.

      She’d been tougher than nails earlier on my behalf. But I’d seen her break down over her cat yesterday, had watched her mourn, and that cloud of misery had been over her this morning too. Until Derick had planted drugs in her locker. Until I’d freaked out. Her response made me realize I meant something to Jessa. She was open and warm, but not that open and warm that she’d take on someone else’s crap, get her mom involved, and go to war on their behalf unless they meant something to her. I’d seen her try to help Laura Harrison, but she’d left it to Sam to deal with. With me? She was engaged all the way.

      She cared.

      The thought had me gnawing on the inside of my cheek again. I wanted her to care, no one had before, and it inspired dangerous thoughts and feelings.

      Hope ricocheted inside me, even though I knew it was stupid. Hope was the most perilous emotion out there. Capable of destroying worlds and breaking hearts, and in this, I knew it was beyond idiotic.

      Jessa loved Sam, and worse, she loved Drew too. She’d told me that herself.

      I wasn’t even sure what she was going to do with that love. Women didn’t have two men, did they? Not as far as I knew, and I’d lived in a cesspool of a district where all kinds of crap went down.

      I knew one of the neighbors had six women chained up in his basement when the police had stormed in and released them. Then there were fuck buddies, and things like that, but I knew Jessa wouldn’t consider it. She was too romantic. It was in her nature. With all the literature she read, there was no way sex was the only item on her agenda.

      As I thought about my place in her life, from the corner of my eye, I saw her disconnect the call, then ram her balled fist into her thigh. Who she wanted to punch was something I’d missed.

      “Why is he still at school?” I asked, my voice husky.

      “It wasn’t a heart attack,” Jessa whispered, and I heard the tears of relief in her voice. “It was palpitations, but Sam freaked out and texted me right away. Then something happened…”

      I frowned, took the turn off for the academy. “What happened?”

      She clenched her jaw, and for a second, I wasn’t sure if she was going to tell me.

      I wasn’t certain if she trusted me with whatever was happening, and the thought decimated me. Just as I’d started to think I meant something—

      “Sam whispered something about Adderall.”

      Her voice was small, and when I tilted my head to look at her, I saw that her shoulders were hunched and rounded.

      “Drew’s not the kind of guy to take that shit, Jessa,” I murmured, attempting to offer comfort.

      “Isn’t he? He’s been burning the candle at both ends, Max. He works and trains and studies. That’s pretty much it.”

      “So do I, but I’m not on drugs,” I told her calmly, and the truth was, I hadn’t seen the signs. “Adderall’s speed, isn’t it?”

      I watched her bring it up on her phone. “Methamphetamines,” she confirmed.

      “He doesn’t look spaced out or hyper,” I reasoned.

      “No, but I can see him doing something stupid like this.” She gritted her teeth. “I’m going to kill him.”

      I curled my lips inward to hide my smile. “He’s just had some kind of episode—”

      “I don’t care. I’ll fucking kill him before the drugs do!”

      Pulling up into a parking space, I reached for her hand before she could grab the door handle and launch herself out of the car.

      “Jessa, calm down,” I told her, watching her stiffen as outrage crossed her features before she turned to glower at me.

      “Calm. Down?” she bit off. “He might have died tonight.”

      “And he didn’t.” I cocked a brow at her. “Was Sam whispering? Was he trying to hide what he was saying?”

      She scowled. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, could he speak about it in the open or was he hiding it?”

      “He whispered it,” she spat, narrowing her eyes at me—she wanted to let her anger loose and I was making her think. I didn’t mind her shooting the messenger, not when she’d thank me for it later.

      “Well, what does that tell you?” I reasoned calmly. “Drew’s not in trouble. Yet. If you go storming in there and start screaming at him, you’ll wreck shit for everyone.”

      Her nostrils flared, but in her eyes, I saw that she knew I was correct. Her jaw worked for a second, cranking left to right as though she was physically wanting to chew into something. For an endless moment, I wasn’t sure if my words would hold any weight until she blew out a breath and dipped her chin.

      I reached over and cupped her cheek. It was an intimate move, a wrong move between two friends, but I couldn’t stop myself. Her dark hair rubbed against my fingers like glossy silk, but I hadn’t reached out to feel those bouncy curls of hers. Even if I was happy I had. Instead, I squeezed her chin gently.

      “Keep your cool,” I instructed. “You could hurt Drew if you don’t.”

      She stared at me for a seemingly endless moment, and then she nodded. I dropped my hand, leaned over, and pulled the handle, releasing her door so she could step out. That move had her frowning. “What are you doing?”

      I frowned back. “What?”

      “You’re coming with me, aren’t you?”

      Surprised, I shrugged in response. “You want me there?”

      “Of course!” She heaved a sigh, and under her breath, mumbled, “Men.”

      My lips curved, but I climbed out, relieved that she wanted me there, and after I passed over her keys, she flicked the alarm and we walked away from the lot toward the faculty building.

      HawkRidge had an unusual layout. You stepped through the building itself to approach the basketball court, and then that took you to the locker rooms before you could head out onto the football field. Accessing the field was only possible that way as a student. On game days, they opened up another gate, keeping things tight on the security front. Though this place wasn’t teeming with guards, I knew some kids had their own security on them. Had seen a few Rock-wannabes sitting in too-small chairs in classrooms as they guarded the kids of politicians and the like.

      “Why’s there no space between Hawk and Ridge?”

      The question had Jessa jolting to a halt. “Huh?”

      Her confusion was amusing to witness, and I knew her thoughts were focused utterly on Drew—I knew how that felt. Her focus had been on me this afternoon.

      I repeated my question, then jerked my chin up at the sign on the school building which, with its gothic stone, looked as though it had been hanging around as long as Harvard. That stone, as old as it was, told the truth of the academy’s past. Once upon a time, it had been Hawk Ridge High. Now, aside from on that particular engraving, there was no space between the two words.

      “Oh.” She blinked. “Principal Sommers said it made more sense in the ‘hashtag’ era.” She made finger quotes that had me snickering.

      “That’s what he said?”

      “Yeah. Dick.” She shook her head, then tightened her fingers on mine. “Come on. I need to see him.”

      We hauled ass and made it to the boys’ locker room in less than three minutes. The corridors were empty, totally silent, and I wished they were like this all the damn time.

      Jessa, uncaring that this space was for people with dicks only, stormed into the changing rooms. As she did, the guy I recognized as the Coach headed out from another room.

      He narrowed his eyes at her then at me, and motioned with his thumb at the door. “He’s in there, and you shouldn’t be, Jessa. How many times have I told you—”

      She stacked her hands on her hips. “Coach Mellors, it’s a human right to have someone by your side when you’ve been injured.”

      Mellors’ lips twitched. “Has Amnesty International formally included that in their mission statement?”

      Jessa squinted at him. “Drew needs me.”

      “He needs his head looked at. That’s what he needs,” Coach mumbled, but he shook his head. “Go on through.”

      We moved ahead, but before I could enter, he grabbed my arm. “Why didn’t you show up in gym class?”

      I gave him a false smile. “I hurt my pinkie.”

      Mellors ground his teeth. “Had enough of you dickheads for the day. You friends with Drew?” When I nodded, he spat, “I gotta get back onto the field. You help Jessa keep his head screwed on right.”

      I wanted to ask, ‘or what?’ But I didn’t. Instead, I just murmured, “I’ll do my best.”

      
        
        ❖

        Sam

      

      

      Seeing Drew go down affected my nerves so much that I was fucking up left and right. The team carried me for once, and we won. I wasn’t sure how, but fuck, we won, and I was happy, but I also didn’t give that much of a shit.

      The minute I could, after I’d shaken the hands of Lone Elm’s team, I rushed back into the changing rooms, leaving the squad celebrating on the field with the cheerleaders, and headed for the medical room.

      When I finally made it away from the crowd’s raucous cheers, I heard shouting. Then, as I took another few steps, I recognized Jessa’s voice.

      Hustling my ass, I stormed in, and spying Jessa’s bright pink face, as well as the way she was panting like she’d been running a goddamn marathon, knew she’d only shut up because I was here.

      But the second she saw me, she rounded on me.

      “And you! Don’t you get me started on you. What the fuck were you thinking?”

      I shot Drew a look. He seemed uneasy but amused. It was hard to be serious when Jessa was yelling at us. It was like Scooby Doo being told off by Scrappy. But if we smiled or laughed, she’d have our balls.

      Plus, I’d lop off my own balls if I hurt her.

      This woman was mine. I’d protect her with my goddamn life. But that didn’t mean she could shriek at me like this mess was all my fault.

      “What the hell did I do?” I growled at her. My emotions were all over the place and I had adrenaline pinging its way through my body, which wasn’t making things any better. I didn’t need her yelling at me and making this situation a thousand times worse. I also didn’t need her yelling and broadcasting all this shit to the rest of the team when they would eventually wander in—although I wasn’t sure when that would be.

      I hated yelling. Hated it with a passion. Before my dad had taken an extended sabbatical, my parents had always been screaming at one another. Now, of course, they barely talked. And I knew why.

      Cheaters sucked. My mom was the worst role model in the world, and she set herself up like a fucking saint. Was it any wonder I had zero respect for her?

      Jessa ground her teeth at my words, but I watched her visibly restrain herself from yelling when that was all she clearly wanted to do. “You had to know he was hiding something from us.”

      “Jessa, he didn’t know.”

      She squinted at Drew. “You tell each other everything.”

      My jaw hardened at that. “Apparently not.”

      Drew winced. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sometimes, sorry just isn’t enough, Drew.” Her words were low, her voice husky. I could hear her hurt, hear her pain, and I agreed with her. One hundred fucking percent. “What if we’d lost you tonight?”

      His gulp didn’t ease my fury with him. “I-I didn’t think. Nothing would have happened—”

      “No? How do you know that?” She folded her arms across her chest. “Sam thought you were having a heart attack when you were only having palpitations.” Her nostrils flared. “The kinder of two evils I suppose, but I’m not enamored with either option, dammit.”

      Before Drew could say a word, Max, from his position in the corner, looking as cool as a fucking cucumber with his legs and arms crossed as he leaned into the wall, murmured, “You don’t know the pressure he’s been under, Jessa. I’m sure he didn’t do it for shits and giggles.”

      I stared at the younger man who had become a part of our group since the first day of school. Though he was still seventeen, he looked like he was in his twenties.

      He was large for his age, close to my height, and had muscles that matched mine—no small fry, considering I was a tight end and the largest in the state.

      Max was one of those stoic and silent types. He didn’t say all that much, so when he did, we tended to listen.

      I wasn’t a prick, but I knew I was arrogant. I was accustomed to dominating a situation, to having people look up to me, but even I’d started listening to Max. He was that kind of guy. It would be like ignoring a massive Yoda. The dude might spout his wisdom out ass backwards, but the shit he said made sense.

      Still, the sheer reason in his words was more than Jessa could apparently tolerate. She didn’t want to be reasonable, she wanted to be volatile. Wanted to expunge her fear and splatter Drew in the face with it like an exploding zit.

      Jessa’s only concession was, “Why didn’t you tell us that things were so hard for you?”

      Her question raised more, and I wished I knew what had been discussed in my absence. Had Drew told her about his grandmother’s house? Hell, about her illness? All I knew was that the old bitch wasn’t talking to him anymore because he refused to go to church with her on Sundays. She even went so far as to ignore him when he went around to do any chores for her—she left him a note on the verandah like he was hired help and not family.

      “Because I’m tired of—” Drew broke off, then reached up and rubbed his face.

      He wasn’t lying on the gurney anymore. Instead, he was half seated with his back to the wall, and his knees raised so he could curl his arms around them. He looked like he’d worked himself into a corner in more ways than one.

      I hated seeing him like that.

      Drew was my bro, sure, but I loved him. He was like the other half of me. It was almost as though no part of my soul belonged to me. When I was born, each half had gone to Jessa and Drew, and I’d just been waiting for them to get with the program.

      Seeing him hurting? Defensive?

      It pissed me off.

      What use was I if I didn’t make shit better for the ones I loved?

      Feeling useless, I dumped my helmet on the floor near the door and rasped, “You need to get out of here. The showers will be filling up soon. You can sneak out now, Jessa. I don’t want the team knowing you were in here.”

      Why?

      Because I was a possessive SOB.

      The second she went out there, I knew they’d be flashing her like the sick reprobates they were.

      “Go to Drew’s?” Max suggested, arching a brow and looking way too damn collected for me to appreciate.

      Still, it wasn’t his fault his childhood had been one whole pile of shit so he could deal with more pressure than most, so I just nodded. “Yeah. You okay to drive Jessa?”

      “Sure.” He cut me a look, and I dipped my chin, confirming that I was about to have it out with Drew, and I didn’t want her listening in.

      “No! I’m not leaving Drew,” Jessa spat, sounding as ornery and stubborn as ever.

      Digging the heels of my palms into my eyes, I sighed. “You want everyone hearing our business?”

      Because that was what it was.

      Our business.

      No one fucking else’s.

      Not even our parents’.

      All of us were eighteen, except for Max. We were adults who were just waiting on graduation to live our lives. This was our shitstorm to deal with—I knew the ‘rents wouldn’t agree, but I didn’t care. We didn’t need them in our business, not when my dad and Jessa’s parents were the only ones who really gave a shit about us anyway.

      Jessa frowned at my words. “No, of course I don’t,” she huffed.

      “Good. Well, you should get the hell out of here then. You don’t think the entire team wants to know what happened to Drew today? Just because they have dicks doesn’t make them less gossipy. They’ll be hanging outside soon, waiting to pepper him with questions. Things will only be worse if they see you.”

      Jessa snorted. “If this was a regular team, sure.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?” Drew snapped, and Jessa sniffed, her ponytail whipping around as she stared at him.

      “It means that these bastards don’t give a shit about anyone except themselves. If you haven’t figured that out, you’re dumber than anyone I know. Who came in here, Drew? Who was with you when the nurse tended to you?”

      “The nurse didn’t tend to me. Coach did.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “That’s odd but irrelevant. Sam came with you, didn’t he?”

      “Yeah. Of course,” he sniped, his jaw clenching as he stared her down.

      Relief filled me at his words. Drew knew my loyalty lay with him and not the team. He should know that like he knew his hair was goddamn black, but there were evidently things he was keeping from me, and maybe one of them was insecurity where our relationship was concerned.

      And if that didn’t hurt like a torn ACL, I wasn’t sure what did.

      “Nobody else?” she demanded, her head tilting to the side as we all heard the mass entry of the team. Their celebratory shouts and hollers of glee ricocheted inside these walls, making my desire for her to leave unseen impossible, and her question all the more poignant.

      Nobody else had thought to come in here save for me. Nobody, when the team was numerous, nobody, when there were even so-called friends who were sitting on the sideline who didn’t start in games…

      He shook his head. “We were starting warmups, Jessa. What did you expect them to do? Hold a mass walkout when the game was going to start in a few minutes?” he argued, but she held up a hand to stop him from mouthing off farther.

      “They’re all out for themselves. You’re running yourself ragged for a bunch of dicks who don’t give a fuck. They’re on the team to look good for college applications that their daddies have already bought and paid for. You’re different, Drew. You’re not like them.”

      “Yeah, I’m fucking poor,” he snarled, and I cleared my throat to get his attention, then narrowed my eyes at him in warning. He stiffened, but stated grimly, “They might not need their scholarships, but I sure as hell do.”

      “No,” she ground out. “You don’t. You have me. I’m a fucking Rothskind, Drew.” The words were snarled. “I have access to my trust fund now.” That was news to me. What trust fund? “I’ll pay your goddamn tuition. You don’t need any of these pricks here. You just need to focus on getting through school, taking the SATs, and graduating. That’s it. We can pay for your grandmother’s house and get her situated so she’s comfortable too—” So, Drew had told her about his grandmother. That was a relief— “My uncle can probably help with her medical care. I’ll contact him tomorrow.”

      Drew gaped at her. “Have you lost your mind?”

      “Yes. Because of you,” she snarled. “Do you want to break my heart?”

      He reared back, his head connecting with the wall so hard there was an audible thunk. “N-No. Of course not,” he stuttered.

      “So, you’d prefer to rely on drugs than on me?” Jesus, she really was twisting the knife—even if she was a hundred percent correct. Drew and charity didn’t go hand in hand, but how was it charity when money was something she had? When she loved him and he needed it?

      His mouth worked. “No. Don’t be stupid, Jessa.”

      “I’m many things, Drew, but stupid isn’t one of them.” Her lips pursed. “Money means nothing to me. You know that. It’s something I’m fortunate to have. Something that I was born with thanks to having very shrewd and very greedy ancestors. What means something to me is you.” Her jaw flexed. “The only people I give a shit about are in this room, do you hear me? You’re all men. Your testosterone makes you stupid, but unfortunately for you, I’m the one with the Rothskind name. I’m the one with the most money. I could buy and sell you all right this second.”

      When she snapped her fingers, Drew barked, “You think I don’t know that? Do you know how that makes me feel?”

      “Small?” she questioned, her eyes narrowing. “I’m sure you do feel that way. But you’re not that small, are you, Drew? You’re not so fucking myopic that you can’t see the woods for the trees?”

      He blinked at her, then in a tone that was close to pleading, whispered, “Jessa, don’t do this.”

      “Don’t do what? Try to save you?” She stacked her hands on her hips. “Why is it only the guy who’s allowed to save the girl?”

      I winced, because she wasn’t wrong. Reaching up to rub the back of my neck, I wasn’t altogether surprised when Drew mumbled, “I wouldn’t accept it from Sam, either. I’m not a charity case.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t think you could have offended me more if you tried.” Her head whipped around and she turned to Max. “Take me home?”

      Although he hesitated, his gaze flicking between Drew and me, he nodded. I should have been irritated, but Jessa did that to a man. Managed to get beneath the skin in a way that a kid like Max would never be able to evade. Not when she made you feel like you were the only person on Earth, and Max, who’d never been a priority to anyone, couldn’t help but be affected by that.

      I got it.

      Still irritated the fuck out of me though.

      “Take her to Drew’s,” I corrected, keeping my eyes fixed on her. Her cheeks pinkened and I saw the storm in her eyes, but when she went to move away from Drew and toward the door, I grabbed a hold of her and spun her around so Max and Drew could only see my back and little else, thanks to the padding on my shoulders. “I love you, Jessa. Drew does too.”

      “Not more than he loves his ego,” she snapped, and when I saw no softening in her face at my declaration, I knew she was too angry to process my statement.

      Jessa was too much of a romantic not to say those three words back to me, but she was too far gone, and this was her way of tapping out. I wanted to kiss her, to stamp my claim on her, but I didn’t. She didn’t need me pissing on her like I was a dog and she was a fire hydrant, so I fought the inclination and gritted out, “Go on back to Drew’s. We’ll discuss this when we’re alone.”

      She huffed, but barged through the door, ignoring the catcalls and whistles from the guys outside. The second he heard them, Max headed after her, and I was grateful he had her back, even as I hollered out there, “Anyone flashes her and I’ll have their fucking dicks.”

      When boos and hisses were aimed at me, I merely shrugged them off and slammed the door behind Max and Jessa. Turning around to face the man I loved, I was greeted with:

      “He’s falling for her.” Drew’s words were followed by another thunk as he knocked his head into the wall.

      “Trying to give yourself brain damage now?” was all I said, as I folded my arms across my chest.

      “Don’t you care?”

      “I’d say he’s already fallen for her, and if that means he watches out for her?” I shrugged. “I’m not about to complain.” That had Drew’s mouth twisting in a snarl, but when he remained silent, I demanded, “What?”

      “You’re using him?”

      “Not particularly.” And I wasn’t. Max was with us of his own free will. We weren’t forcing him to be our friend, and the perk of that friendship was something a guy like Max would never have experienced before—loyalty and protection. Because Drew was trying to pick a fight, I decided to change the subject and asked, “How are you feeling? Are you good for the ride back home?” Unease flickered inside me. “We should have taken you to the hospital.”

      “Coach knew what was wrong with me. Wasn’t the first time he’s seen these symptoms. Just needed to calm the fuck down, get my breath back.” Shame flickered across his face. “I have to get a checkup before I’m allowed back on the team though.”

      Relief filled me. “Well, we’ll get that sorted out next week. Come on, let’s get showered and we can go home.”

      He swallowed roughly and his fingers bled white as he clenched them. “Do you think she’ll forgive me?”

      “She loves you. Of course she will. But she won’t forget.” Drew’s jaw worked as he ground his teeth, and my tone was cheerful as I said, “Look on the bright side. She’ll be bringing it up in arguments for years to come, but she’ll still be with us, so that’s what counts, right?”

      He shot me a dirty look that turned sheepish. “Yeah. I guess.”

      Carefully, he jumped down to the floor. When he winced then paused, I didn’t push him.

      “Feeling woozy?”

      “Just a bit.” He blew out a breath then sucked a few gulps of air down.

      “You’re a dick for putting yourself through this,” I rasped, angry at him and able to show it for the first time since the game was over, Jessa was gone, and we could head the fuck out of this place.

      He clenched his jaw, irritated at my reprimand, but he hung his head and muttered simply, “I know.”
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      “You okay?”

      I’d tilted my face away from Max’s since we’d climbed into the car and started the drive… only, not to Drew’s. I was processing, and the last thing I needed was to be around that idiot. So, home was my current destination and Max was my chauffeur.

      “I’ve been better,” I whispered eventually, then I closed my eyes when one of the only EDM songs Drew liked, one by Martin Garrix, whispered through the speakers.

      There was an irony to the title too.

      There For You.

      Drew was always there for me, and now, when I could be there for him, he didn’t want me at his back. Why not? Why wouldn’t he let me help him?

      I knew for a fact that if I’d been in Drew’s predicament, he’d have done everything in his means to help me out. So what was different here?

      Anger, confusion, and fear—that’s what I was trying to process, I figured.

      As well as the fact I’d almost lost him before I’d even had him.

      That’s what confused me, what scared me the most. That was why I was angry.

      “Do you think he’s…” I trailed off, unsure what I was asking or why I was asking it. It wasn’t like Max would know. He was new to our group, and if Sam or I weren’t in the know, then he definitely wouldn’t be, either. Not that that diminished my closeness with him. Max was the kind of man that was like a shadow. You just grew used to him being there, seeing and hearing everything. He’d probably make a great spy. Even though he was gorgeous, he still managed to blend in.

      “Think he’s…?” Max prompted, when I didn’t finish the question.

      I turned to watch the lake glitter as the headlamps danced along its surface. It was so beautiful here, so picturesque with its perfect landscape and its glorious vistas, yet I couldn’t wait to be away from here. From the toxic environment that was a bunch of elitist scum sucking up to each other.

      As the lakeshore rippled thanks to the wind, I traced the movement with my eyes and, as fickle as that breeze, softly whispered, “You know I love them both. Do you think that makes me dirty?”

      He frowned at that, his attention switching from the road ahead to me. “No. Of course not.”

      “Why not? Most people would.”

      “Do you care what most people think?”

      I thought about that. “Good point.”

      A laugh escaped him at my words. “I’m glad you think so.”

      “Do you think badly of me for it?” His opinion mattered to me, and it was probably only one of a few that actually did. I thought of those unknown trustees, probably crotchety old men like my grandfather who’d judge something they couldn’t understand, and knew, in their eyes, I would be beyond dirty for having these feelings.

      “Why would I?” he countered, “We love who we love. Isn’t that the beauty of living today and not back when Byron was strutting around London? A man can fuck another guy without worrying about being thrown in jail. A woman can be bipolar without being tossed into an asylum. We can fuck who we want, love who we want—”

      “But can we? Really?” I asked, my voice as quiet as a whisper. “Isn’t there always someone watching and waiting to judge us?”

      “It depends.”

      “On what?”

      He cleared his throat, and just when I thought he wasn’t about to answer, we drove through the security gate to my subdivision. When the security guards let us through, nodding at us in greeting as we passed, Max murmured, “If you live somewhere like this, no. Someone’s always going to be waiting to judge.”

      “What about where you lived?” I turned my face to look at him, saw the tension in his face appear before, in a flash, his expression was wiped totally free.

      “No one gave a fuck. But you wouldn’t want to live there. Trust me.” His laughter was mocking and cold as ice. “There’s a happy balance though. There has to be, but it’s just not suburbia. You can’t live somewhere like this and not be picture perfect. They’ll slaughter you and those you care about with their words.”

      I gnawed on my bottom lip, fully aware he was right. “I’ve never liked living in suburbia.”

      “You haven’t lived here long, have you?” he questioned, shooting me a quick glance. “I thought you came here for high school.”

      “I did. My grandfather insisted we come here.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s Draconian. He wanted Aaron to attend HawkRidge.” As well as to avoid the security threats the family faced on the regular, of course.

      “Again, why?”

      I didn’t tell him about the threats. Not because they weren’t important, but because shit like that was part and parcel of life here. Everyone had someone threatening them. With money and a position in society also came danger from unusual sources. That was how things rolled.

      So, instead, I told him the truth from my grandfather’s point of view. “Because Aaron is the only son in our generation. Grandfather wants him to take over the family firm one day.”

      “Because he has a dick?”

      “Yeah, because he has a dick.” My amusement laced my words at his question. His disgust was evident, and I appreciated the silent support.

      Hell, yeah, if I’d wanted to run our hedge firm I could… only, I’d prefer to stick pins in my eyes so I’d never challenged Mark Rothskind’s misogynistic beliefs—I’d willingly leave that torture to Aaron.

      He hummed. “The family firm… is it finances?”

      “Mostly.”

      “So, if you rocked, made the stock exchange your bitch and earned a fortune, but Aaron sucked ass, was the city’s bitch, and lost millions, what would your grandfather do?”

      “Bitch about Aaron not being good enough but still expect him to step up to the plate when the time came.” Though I didn’t give a shit, not really, the injustice had me working my jaw in irritation. Still, I had to concede, “Aaron, despite knowing he’s Grandfather’s favorite, doesn’t play up to that though.”

      “I’m surprised. He’s a cocky little shit. Seen him swaggering around school like he owns the place.”

      I snorted. “That’s my bro. He’s a dick, but he’s not as big of a dick as Grandfather.”

      “Do you really have access to your trust fund?”

      A sigh escaped me. “I do. All one hundred million of it.” I didn’t tell him that I’d only found out about that tonight, or that it was in jeopardy… he had enough to deal with.

      That had him choking and the car almost swerved when his hands jerked on the wheel. “One hundred million?” he rasped, shooting me a wide-eyed look. “You have access to one hundred mill?”

      Feeling good-humored by his response, not because his eyes were sparkling with greed but fear, I murmured, “Well, I get dividends.” I assumed. That’s what Mom earned, after all. “Quarterly ones.”

      “You’re young, aren’t you? To have access to that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why? I thought your family would make you wait until you were twenty-five or until you were married and had your first child. That’s how it works in the movies.”

      My lips curved. “Grandfather expects us to live off our inheritance and nothing more. Once we have it, it’s ours to use and abuse, but that’s it. We won’t get a penny more.”

      He scoffed, “Who the hell could spend one hundred million?”

      That had me snorting. “My aunt? A few of my older cousins? They usually panic and start saving when their finances reach rock bottom. I think my aunty drained hers to ten million. She was crying poverty when that happened.”

      “How did she spend so much? If you get dividends, how did she access more?”

      I had to assume it worked the same way for me as it did for my mom, save for the new addition of this morality cause, so I explained, “Because the dividends come every quarter once you’re eighteen. That’s like your allowance for being a Rothskind. Then, like you said… once you get married, you can access more. Once you have a child, you can access even more. Then, when you’re thirty-five, you can have at it, and do whatever the hell you want with it.” I paused. “Of course, doing whatever the hell you want also comes with restrictions if you don’t want to run out of money. What you inherit is all you inherit. Not a penny more or less.”

      “Well, my heart bleeds for you guys only having a hundred mill each to play with.”

      I snorted at his wry tone but, running a hand through a lock of hair that had fallen out of my ponytail, mumbled, “People think that when you’re rich, you have no problems. You do, though. They’re just different. I don’t have to worry about bills, but making sure I stay within the lines of my family’s rules is—”

      Max grunted. “Jessa, don’t expect me to feel sorry for you. There are days when I’ve gone without food.”

      My eyes widened. “Really?”

      “Yeah. Really. My mom was a junkie.” He cut me a look. “Give me the problems from being rich than the problems of being poor any day.”

      I gnawed on my bottom lip, and even though he was fully justified in saying that, it didn’t take away the external pressures I was under.

      Sure, I had a full belly and a roof over my head but—

      Christ.

      But?

      Poor little rich girl.

      It wasn’t the first time I’d thought it about myself, probably wouldn’t be the last, either. And it was shit like that that kept me grounded, and grounded was how I needed to be.

      My mom was grounded. Sure, we had a nice house and nice things, but she was the exact opposite of my Aunty Belinda, and that was how I wanted to be. How I wanted to raise any kids I was ever lucky enough to have.

      My thoughts were a blur when we pulled up outside my house. It was still pretty early, so only the lights in the den and the attic were on—that was Aaron’s territory, and it was unusual for my douche dick of a brother to be in on a Friday night.

      Still, that was his problem. Not mine.

      I sighed, knowing this wasn’t where I wanted to be. It was home, sure, and my family meant the world to me, but my family was bigger now.

      Sam, the ass, had known where I should be. Probably even knew I’d rebel first by coming here before making the same decision he had. With a huff as I stared at the warm welcome from my home, I muttered, “Can you take me to Drew’s?”

      “Of course,” Max replied instantly. “Are you sure?”

      “Very sure.” I hummed, then winced as I admitted, “He needs to know I’m not mad at him, just his choices.”

      “What are you going to do?” he queried as he started the ignition.

      “Not sure. Rain hell on him for a little while then…” What I really wanted to do was something that wasn’t PG.

      Plucking at my bottom lip, I texted Sam and Drew.

      Me: Running late.

      Sam: You went home?

      Me: If you say I told you so, I WILL beat you.

      Sam: You and whose army?

      My mouth curved. Me: Max has my back.

      Sam: Everything okay, babe?

      Drew: What’s going on?

      Me: I went home, but I’m coming to your place now. I want to speak with you.

      Drew: Fuck.

      Me: Lol.

      Sam: Prepare yourself for the wrath, Drew.

      Drew: Double fuck.

      My lips twitched and as I read Max the texts, he chuckled. “You have those guys’ dicks in a vise, Jessa. I wonder if you know that.”

      Though he was kind of teasing, I also sensed that he believed what he said. I frowned at him. “I don’t think that’s fair.”

      He shrugged. “You know best.”

      I squinted at him. “Aren’t you opinionated tonight?” But it wasn’t really a question, more of a statement. I’d grown pretty used to Max being in the background, while still, somehow, being in the foreground too. I knew that should have been impossible, but it was the truth. He watched and saw everything to the extent that it could have been creepy. His only saving grace was the fact he was amusing, and his knowledge on Byron beat even mine.

      “Getting more comfortable around you,” he murmured, but the admission surprised me.

      “We’ve been hanging out all this time and you’re only now getting more comfortable?” I half spluttered.

      “It takes a while for me to warm up to people.”

      My eyes flared wide. “No shit, Max. Hell.”

      Because I wasn’t sure what else there was to say to that, I said nothing at all. But I percolated. Not just on him and his extraordinary statement, but also what happened with Drew tonight.

      It wasn’t as simple as forgiving Drew. God, nothing about this situation was simple. Tonight had revealed some truths that were hard to swallow. Our relationship, hell, our friendship, wasn’t as strong as I’d believed. He’d been hiding so many things from me. I’d forgiven him and Sam for keeping their ‘relationship’ tucked away. I knew Sam hadn’t cheated on me, and the connection between the two of them was theirs until it began to affect me. The fact that I wasn’t averse to being in a relationship with both men probably helped. So, while I could deal with that particular secret, it was everything else I couldn’t handle.

      The drugs, the situation with his grandmother… The fact he was willing to go to extraordinary lengths to earn money to help her out, but he wasn’t willing to come to Sam or me for help. Of course, I hadn’t known about my trust fund until today, but he had to have known that my mom would have helped him out in an emergency. Drew was family now. Surely he saw that?

      I was eighteen. Some might say I was too young to know my own mind, that in time, my desires and wants would change. Now, after all, was that part of a person’s life where there was some freedom to be had. A kind of glitch where experimentation was more than just accepted, it was applauded. But I knew Sam was my future. Knew it like I knew I was a Rothskind, knew it like I knew there would soon be too many zeros in my personal bank account. And even though nothing had been made official, even though, until yesterday, I’d never even mentioned knowing about Drew’s feelings for Sam and vice versa, I’d believed Drew was mine too.

      Had tonight changed that?

      I wasn’t sure. He felt like mine, but if he wasn’t on the same page as me? Well, fuck, we were reading two totally different books and that meant his happily ever after and mine were on separate tracks.

      And that?

      Frightened the hell out of me.
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      “Hey, are you okay?”

      I wasn’t averse to the silence, in fact, it was one thing I appreciated about hanging around with Jessa. She wasn’t afraid not to speak. Wasn’t afraid of sitting in peace and quiet. A lot of girls weren’t like that. In fact, most weren’t. Especially if they were around guys, and they were nervous or embarrassed or, God forbid, trying to be sexy and flirty. It was easier to giggle and chatter than it was to just sit in silence, because they feared it made them look awkward.

      Jessa didn’t care about awkward. She didn’t give a shit period, and that was just one of the ways in which I appreciated her.

      In fact, appreciation was too poor a word for what I felt for her. Christ, what I felt was very difficult for me to even begin describing. Me. A lover of the Romantics. A guy who had been reared on those ancient poets and their literary works. So, if I wasn’t prepared for this situation, then I wasn’t sure who would be.

      The truth was, Jessa had far too many men in her life and had no real need for me, yet she kept me around. While I’d said that she had the other guys’ balls in a vise, I hadn’t particularly meant it in a malicious way. She had mine too, but she didn’t even know it. I guess, more than anything, I’d been remarking upon that.

      Upon my own state where she was concerned, and the fact that she was unaware of it. At least, I hoped she was, because otherwise I’d read her wrong. Somehow, I thought that would be more devastating than anything else. Unrequited love sucked, but manipulation? By the person who made waking up in the morning a joy rather than a misery? That would be a million times worse.

      And the very fact that she did put a smile on my face when I woke up was enough to make me feel nauseated, but fuck. What could I say? She did.

      She rubbed at her temple like she had a headache. “I told you, I’ve been better.”

      Her brisk comment had me narrowing my eyes at the twilit road ahead, and though she tried to temper it by patting my knee with her other hand, I knew she’d just shut me down, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to change that. Couldn’t make her talk, couldn’t make her share what she was feeling with me. No matter how much I wanted to be her rock, she already had two. I was definitely surplus, and I felt that hard truth deep in my fucking soul.

      Agitated, I focused on getting us where we needed to go.

      Drew didn’t live in one of the swanky parts of the small town of Hawk Ridge, unlike the rest of our group. He lived in a lower to middle-class suburb, one that was surrounded by thick and dense forests which provided a welcome shadow in the heat of summer. After Charlotte, and the many shitty housing projects I’d lived in over the years of my crappy childhood, I really appreciated just how green this town was, and even though Drew didn’t live somewhere like Sam, Jessa, or I did, it was still pretty dope. There were plants everywhere, pretty flowers that lined the street that headed into his subdivision, lawn that was well tended to on the verges, and no crap anywhere. Neither from illegal dumping nor just trash.

      Drew was actually more fortunate than most of his neighbors, too, since he had a larger plot, allowing for a big backyard that was fenced in to give some semblance of privacy. A state that was also helped by the fact his dad was never there. The kid couldn’t have much more privacy if he tried, but I knew what it felt like to be neglected by a parent. Knew the shitty feeling that came as a result of not being considered as ‘important’ by the person who’d brought you into the world.

      I felt for him, I really did, but I still thought his decision-making skills needed some work—using prescription meds to get through the days was just insane.

      The roads were narrow in this part of town, lush and surrounded on either side by big, bushy trees, that even to me, at this time of night, looked creepy. Darkness had already fallen, and since it was still close to summer, it was a testament to how late we’d been out. I was the only one among my new friends who had a curfew, and it was ironic that I’d gone from one negligent parent to another, but this one insisted that I was back home and under his roof at a certain time of night. Like that meant he gave a damn.

      I almost snorted at the thought.

      When we made it to Drew’s house, the second I pulled up, Jessa was out of the car and rushing toward the front door. There was an urgency about her movements that had me frowning. She hadn’t seemed panicked as we drove, had appeared relatively chill overall. But as I watched her half jog toward the door and then bang on it with both fists, I quickly shut off the vehicle and hustled after her.

      By the time I made it down the sidewalk, the door had opened, and Drew was standing there, looking perplexed as Jessa hurled herself into his arms. He shot me a concerned look, but I only shrugged because I had no idea what had triggered this, no idea at all. She’d gone from relatively chatty to quiet in the time it had taken for us to get from her home to Drew’s.

      But as I stared at them both, I saw just how badly Jessa’s shoulders were quaking as she released the night’s misery in a torrent of sobs. Beating myself up because I hadn’t realized her feelings were getting on top of her, I knew I’d been stupid for not figuring out that an emotional creature like Jessa would be heading down this path.

      It was just more proof of how wrong I was for her and how right Sam and Drew were. In contrast to her warmth, I was cold. So fucking cold. Being close to her was both heaven and hell because I recognized just how deeply that chill ran in my veins, how my past had frozen me into an apathy I couldn’t seem to get out of. I’d never wanted to be warm so much in my life as I did right at that moment.

      I knew, literally, what it felt like to be a kid looking through the shiny glass windows into a toy store full of shit I’d never get in a million years. Didn’t matter if it was Christmas or a birthday, some days, food had been a gift—I hadn’t been bullshitting Jessa when I’d said that. But now? She was that big shiny toy standing front and center on the toy store’s floor, and I didn’t have a hope in hell of ever receiving that present.

      The ache grew in my chest, and it hurt so bad I reached up and rubbed at it with the heel of my hand. Drew caught sight of the gesture, and scowled at me, but though I sensed his curiosity was genuine, his concern too, I just shook my head at him. After all, what could he do? What could he say? Nothing would make these one-way feelings easier to process, and if he knew? Christ, he might just beat the shit out of me for daring to feel anything other than friendship for Jessa.

      As I approached Drew’s bland suburban house, a house that I’d have killed to live in just a few years ago, I began hustling a sobbing Jessa forward so I could close the door behind us. The powerful scent of Drew’s body spray, as well as the sight of his still damp hair and fresh clothes, told me they’d had time to shower as we’d dawdled getting here. Even as I wondered what the rest of the team had said about his little episode on the field, I shrugged it off as unimportant. This place wasn’t as bad as Jessa’s neighborhood, with its twitching curtains and overzealous and bored housewives lolling around on the hunt for gossip, but I was sure tongues would start to wag if it became known that there was a girl hanging around with three teenage boys—cue gasp—unchaperoned.

      In the city, unchaperoned meant nothing. Hell, a girl could be gang-raped in my neighborhood and nobody would do much to save her, especially if gang bangers were behind the rape. People closed ranks to save themselves, thinking selfishly, because that was how you had to be to survive in those places.

      But here?

      Hawk Ridge was a completely different place, and I was glad for that.

      I cared about somebody now, and I cared how she was treated. I’d want neighbors to call her folks if they were concerned for her. I wanted people to give a shit, and that was such a huge leap forward in the development of my character, that it took me aback.

      Until Hawk Ridge, I’d been a shitty person. Granted, I still was from time to time. I hadn’t been here long enough for the locals to have that much of an effect on me. But still, I hadn’t been good people. I’d been selfish, and that coldness in me was a self-defense mechanism. In cities like Charlotte, in districts like my own, it truly was dog eat dog. Hell, here, dogs ate fancy food, crap that cost more than the chicken nuggets I’d lived on half the time—the stuff that contained mostly chicken brains and eyes. Nothing like the ones Jessa’s mother had prepared for us while we’d been studying at her place earlier this week. That stuff had probably been from organic, free-range chicken that had been coddled from birth to death.

      Shit, that hen had probably been shown more love than I had, and if that wasn’t a depressing ass thought, I wasn’t sure what was.

      With the door now closed behind me, I pressed my back against it, not wanting to intrude further. In Drew’s tiny foyer, I stared around the bulging coats hanging off hooks to the side and saw Sam leaning against the wall, down at the bottom of the hall.

      Arms folded across his chest, ankles crossed, he looked at me and I looked at him. It was like some kind of weird staring contest, a showdown almost. Except, I wasn’t sure what we had to showdown over. Well, aside from his girlfriend that is. But even if Sam knew I had the hots for Jessa, he had to know I didn’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell with her.

      I actually respected him for letting me be a part of her life. I wasn’t sure if I’d be so kind and generous with an interloper who pretty much thought the sun rose and set on his girl.

      But almost like he could read my mind, Sam’s eyes darkened before he slowly tipped his chin forward. I frowned at the gesture, unsure what it meant, but before I had the chance to psychoanalyze it, he pushed off the wall and began striding down toward us.

      “Jessa, come on, baby. He’s okay. See? He’s standing all on his own,” he chivvied.

      I scowled at Sam, because apparently that was his lame idea of trying to make things better. Knowing that wouldn’t appease Jessa, I reached over and pressed a hand to her shoulder. She didn’t tense at my touch, if anything, when I stepped forward, pressing into her, she finally calmed down and stopped sobbing, snapping one arm out so it could curl around my waist. She had to know I wasn’t Sam, but she still invited me into this strange hug that had me and Drew far too close together.

      I shot him an awkward glance, sent Sam an apologetic look, and then murmured, “Jessa, he’s okay.”

      “He almost wasn’t,” she whimpered, the words so soggy that I barely understood them. How had she gone from being the fiery Valkyrie back at school to this devastated kid?

      Drew tensed, and I saw his shame and guilt etched on his features, something I was happy about. He should be ashamed, he should feel guilty. I was angry at him, and that was something I recognized now as I stood so close to him that I could see the individual streaks of blue dye in his wet, black hair.

      Drew wasn’t like Sam or Jessa. He didn’t have everything, didn’t have a rich family to fall back on, hadn’t had the world handed to him on a silver platter. When he graduated, he didn’t have a way too large trust fund waiting in the wings as insurance. He’d had to fight, just as I had, and we were both survivors.

      Unlike him, though, I hadn’t turned to drugs, prescription or otherwise—but, then again, I’d seen the effects they had on someone, and even in my darkest days, when all I’d longed for was an escape from the shitty reality that had been my life before I’d moved here, I’d never sought that oblivion. Drugs provided no freedom, only an incarceration that was a thousand times worse than anything the state could shove you in.

      I figured he saw the judgment I was casting his way, because his mouth pursed into a fine line before he bit off, “I won’t do it again.”

      Maybe it shouldn’t have surprised me that those were the words that stopped her from leaking tears, but it did.

      Of course, this was Jessa.

      She never reacted how I expected.

      Rather than pat his chest and congratulate him for making a sensible decision, instead, she reared back into me, bouncing almost from the force, then pressed both hands to his shoulders and pushed him. She packed some punch into it too, enough so that Drew staggered back, shock replacing his guilt, as Jessa screamed, “You bet your sweet ass you won’t do it again. If you do, I’ll fucking kill you before the drugs have the chance to.”

      My lips curved in a wry smile at her warning, and a quick glance at Sam told me he was equally as affected by her declaration. Drew, on the other hand, bowed his head and, like a true penitent seeking atonement, let her ball her fists and ram them into his chest.

      He didn’t even try to stop her until she moved him halfway down the hall, and even then, he just grabbed her fists, covered them with his hands, and squeezed tightly as he whispered, “I’m sorry.”

      She stared up at him, looking so small in comparison to the large bulk that made up the quarterback, and shook her head. “Not enough.”

      He gulped, and though I’d seen him appear shaken several times this evening, it was nothing compared to now. His fear was genuine, and I couldn’t blame him. There was a finality to Jessa’s tone, one that had me tensing on Drew’s behalf. The guy had fucked up, royally, but was Jessa really going to cut off their friendship?

      “Baby,” Sam started, his voice hoarse as he, too, seemed to hear that odd note in Jessa’s tone.

      “No, Sam. You can’t make this better, and Drew can’t, either. I am so mad at you,” she whispered, and she pulled her hands away from Drew’s clasp and balled them into fists again, letting her arms hang loosely at her sides as she squeezed and then released them, as though trying to stop herself from restarting her attack. “You try to keep me safe. Both of you have since I moved here. You flutter around me, making sure that I eat when I’m supposed to, that I’m feeling okay, and you’ve protected me. But, in my own way, I’ve done the same with both of you.

      “Who checks in with your sisters because you don’t know how to connect with them, Sam? I stave off arguments between you and your mom too. Who cooks around here? Makes sure the fridge is full, Drew? I thought we were a team, but we’re not. How can we be if you keep me out of the loop this way?”

      Face blanching, Drew’s mouth dropped open, and I couldn’t blame him, because she was spot on. He saw that too and was left speechless by her declaration.

      “I thought we were special,” she rasped, those damnable tears back in her voice, “but you proved we’re not.”

      “Don’t say that, Jessa,” Sam growled, striding toward her.

      She held up her hands to stop him. “It’s the truth! Drew made it the truth, and that he opened my eyes tonight is something I’ll never forgive him for.”

      

      
        
        ❖

        Drew

      

      

      

      My heart was in my throat as I stared at the woman I’d loved since the first moment I’d seen her. She’d broken it when she’d snatched Sam, making him hers even though I’d thrown away the chance for him and me being together out of fear of what the rest of our class would have to say about it. But she’d reeled me in too. Like an eager fish who’d been excited about being caught on a fisherman’s hook, I’d allowed her to bring me into the inner circle, and I hadn’t wanted to leave it ever since.

      But was she right?

      Even though there was no other place I wanted to be, had I pushed them out? Had I pushed them all out? Worse still, was what I’d done irreparable?

      For a second, I lost every single word in my head. It was like my lexicon had disappeared, and suddenly, I just had no vocabulary with which to form a single sentence. The brains I was so proud of, which I used to combat the stereotypical quarterback image, fled the room, leaving me alone to face the woman I loved, who was staring at me with betrayal in her eyes, who was looking at me like she didn’t know me, when no one, other than Sam, knew me better.

      I let her hurt penetrate me. Knowing I deserved no less than to suffer as she suffered, I took her pain and made it my own. And even though words still evaded me, I managed to form two.

      Two words that I prayed would give her hope. That I prayed, and this from someone who didn’t even go to church anymore, would stop her from walking out the door and giving up on me.

      “You’re right.”

      She sucked in a sharp breath, and that she was so startled told me how arrogant she must think I was if she didn’t realize I was capable of uttering a hard truth.

      At that moment, I felt completely and utterly lost. Like a ship without a rudder… And crap, I really needed to get off these water references. I fucking hated fishing, and sailing? I got seasick on a dinghy without an overdose of Dramamine.

      Rubbing a hand over my face, I dug my fingers into my eyes to rub away the fatigue gathered there. Fuck, I thought I knew what tired was, but that was nothing compared to how I felt now. The Adderall had made me wired, but it had never fucked with my system as it had tonight.

      I guessed this was the drop, and when I’d taken a double dose before, I’d always been too manic on coffee and Red Bull to really feel it—Jesus, it was a miracle I was still going. How had my body suffered as I pushed it to its limits?

      Before panic over a visit to the doctor’s office could hit me, one that could rob me of the chance Coach had given me tonight, Jessa whispered, “You promise never to touch that stuff ever again?”

      There was heartbreak in her voice, and that tore at me. God, it shredded my insides like nothing else could. Even knowing I disappointed Coach, and damaged my relationship with Sam as well tonight, it was Jessa who gutted me. Whose devastation over my mistakes whipped my back, lashing me a thousand times worse than anyone else could.

      “I promise.”

      I wanted to give her more promises, wanted to shower her with words that would take away from my stupidity, but she didn’t need that. She needed action, and I could only prove myself to her with time.

      The fact that she asked me to make her a promise at all gave me hope. Hope that she hadn’t given up on me, on us.

      Yesterday, I’d felt like I was about to knock on heaven’s door. Not because I was dying, ironically enough, but because she accepted my feelings for Sam. Hadn’t been repulsed by them. Had even wanted to be a part of our relationship. Her perfection for me, for us, had never been so evident, and yet, I was the one who’d messed shit up. Who’d almost wrecked what we had before it even had a chance to begin.

      “You’re an addict, Drew. Promises—”

      I shook my head. “I don’t take that shit regularly,” I countered instantly, wanting to take that worry away.

      When she looked dubious, and behind her, Max looked equally as disbelieving, I sighed and propped my hands on my hips. “Look, I know you think all junkies don’t know the difference between the truth and a rattlesnake, but I swear to fuck, I’m not addicted. I can’t afford to be.”

      The breath that rattled from between her lips was half relieved and half hiss. I could tell she wanted to rail at me some more, wanted to let off some steam, but she didn’t. Instead, she murmured, “About your grandma, I want to visit her.”

      Surprised the conversation had gone down that route so quickly, I shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”

      “I guess I know why you never took us along now, don’t I?” she snapped, making me wince because she was right.

      “It wasn’t just her sickness. She doesn’t really like seeing me at the minute,” I admitted, my words pained. “She’s mad at me and she lets me know every time I go and run errands for her.”

      The desire to rub my hand over my face hit me again, but I knew this time, if I rubbed my eyes, I’d want to scoop the damn things out. Exhaustion was weighing heavily on me, but this conversation was more important than rest. Unfortunately, my body wasn’t agreeing with me.

      For whatever reason, the hardness in her face, her beautiful features, relented. In fact, everything about her softened as she took a step toward me. I almost retreated, almost backed off in fear that she’d come at me once more. I wasn’t scared, I just didn’t want to take things back a step—figuratively and literally. “You need to get some rest.”

      I released a shaky sigh and nodded. “I really do.” I reached for her hand and pressed my fingers through hers so we made a small bridge, then whispered, pleading with her to understand, “I won’t ever let you down again. I swear to you, Jessa. What we have, I can’t wreck it. If I do, it will destroy me. I don’t care if this destroys my life, what I’ve worked to attain, it means shit in comparison to you—”

      She reached up and pressed a gentle finger to my lips. “There’s no need to talk like that. I’m not going anywhere. You almost wrecked things, but it isn’t beyond repair. Not if you’re willing to let me in. Drew, you have to let me in,” she repeated, her eyes earnest as she stared deeply into mine, not letting me hide from her words, not letting me evade her or the cold dose of reality she wanted to impart this time.

      “I know, Jessa. I promise, I do.”

      She nodded, then murmured, “You go to bed. Is it okay if we hang around here?”

      I frowned at her. “Of course. This place is yours as much as it’s mine.”

      Her sigh was shaky when she released it, and cupping my chin, she leaned up on her tiptoes and pressed a kiss to my mouth. I tensed, my eyes wide open as I stared at Max who didn’t look stunned by what he was seeing.

      When she carefully nipped my bottom lip, my attention diverted to her—where it should have always been. I saw her gaze was on mine, and that she’d made this move for a strategic reason. Not only to tell me she was mine, but to warn me that Max was aware of the new state of play.

      I could feel Sam’s tension from across the hall, but I didn’t look at him, just breathed into the kiss then closed my eyes, and pressed my forehead to hers.

      God, it felt so good to be out in the open with her. It blew my mind that this was our first kiss, something that had taken place after the shittiest day of my life. I knew that sounded bad. I’d lost my mom to cancer, but she died when I was young. Too young to even remember her really. Her parents had died in a car crash, so I’d never known her side of the family, only my dad’s. Well, Sam and Jessa were family of my own choosing, and I fully intended for that to be formalized at some point in the future.

      College beckoned with a seductive siren’s call, one that made me realize what I’d put into jeopardy this evening with my stupidity.

      We were all entitled to make mistakes, but the one I’d made? It had almost fucked everything up.

      Sam had made plans for the future, plans that his mother wouldn’t be happy with. She had high hopes for him. Probably Harvard Law School or somewhere pretentiously ivy league that would satisfy her snooty colleagues. But Sam’s plan? He wanted to go to Berkeley. Why? Because we’d both been given a scholarship to go there. Plus, it was somewhere Jessa could go, where she could study anything she wanted because they had a banging humanities department.

      I’d messed with that today, but I wouldn’t again.

      That old saying came to mind. ‘Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.’ There were ramifications here for all of us, and I didn’t intend to make a fool out of any of us.

      With our foreheads still touching, I whispered, “Are you tired?”

      She tensed. “I guess.”

      “Rest with me until I sleep?” I wondered if she knew how hard it was for me to ask that of her, for me to throw that out to her after what I’d done. I never let myself be vulnerable to anyone, but I did at that second. To her.

      Her eyes gentled and she nodded. “Of course.”

      Relief made me feel even shakier, and I cut Sam a look, then Max, and murmured, “I’ll see you both in the morning. Feel free to sleep over.”

      I didn’t wait for their response, just reached for Jessa’s hand and began carefully herding her toward the stairs. As we climbed the steps, it felt strange because I knew we were taking this to another level. We’d been more intimate than most guys ever would be with their best friend’s girl, but nothing like this. No time spent in an intimate setting that belonged to just her and me.

      As our feet tapped against the scrubbed floorboards, we trudged upstairs, passing the upper corridor walls that were loaded with framed photos of me over the passage of my life, and down to the bottom of the hall where my room lay.

      I was grateful that my bedroom was pretty clean when I invited her in, and as her gaze darted around, I realized she’d never been in here before. Why would she? So, this was the first time that she’d seen my most private space, and I wondered what she learned from it as her gaze darted around the dark navy walls.

      “It’s sparser than I thought it would be,” she murmured, taking in the plain bed with its matching navy comforter, then the desk that was piled high with books, the pleather desk chair that creaked whenever I sat on it, and the bookcase that was loaded down with reference materials—anything from old statistics on home games, to antiquated training manuals that the greatest in the NFL attested to.

      “You know I don’t spend that much time here, so I don’t need that much,” I told her with a shrug, and even though I wanted to strip out of the shirt and pants I’d changed into after a quick shower back at school, I didn’t. That would take things to another level, one I knew neither of us were really ready for. Sure, I was probably more prepared for it than she was, but I was exhausted, and there was no faking that or hiding from it.

      So, instead, I just toed out of my sneakers and headed over to the bed. Slipping my phone out of my pocket, I plugged it into the charger before flopping onto the mattress with a sigh as I huddled against the wall and waited for her to approach me. As she did, her fingers trailed over a frame that was on the dresser near the door, and she stared down at the photo of my mom that rested on the nightstand, before tracing her gaze over the dreamcatcher Mom had made for me when I was young.

      Only when she was ready did she turn and take a seat on the side of the bed. Whether she was nervous or not, I wasn’t sure, but I watched as she sank back onto the sheets, staying on her side with her back to me, and nestled her head into my pillow where she released a deep breath.

      There was only a foot of space between us, but that gap was far too much. I needed her tonight, needed her in a way I knew she wouldn’t understand. So I curved my arm around her waist and gently drew her against me. She didn’t squeak, didn’t argue. Instead, she let me nuzzle into her as though she wasn’t mad at me, as though the argument of before hadn’t happened, and that there was Jessa. My peace, my serenity.

      With her scent in my nose, the promise of the future inherent in her presence here, I found joy where there should have been none tonight. I’d almost lost everything. Not just my scholarship, but my place at HawkRidge High. I’d almost lost my best friend, my girl, and fuck, maybe even my life.

      Today could have ended so differently, and I knew I was lucky to be here at all. What had been palpitations could very well have morphed into a heart attack. I was lucky I was so healthy, fortunate I was so strong.

      From this day on, I knew I’d never take anything for granted. Not Jessa, not Sam, and not even Max.

      Tomorrow would be the dawn of the new Drew. Jessa deserved nothing less than my all.

      And with those thoughts in mind, I allowed the intoxicating exhaustion to pull me under and closed my eyes as I nuzzled into her, and finally found some rest.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Sam

      

      

      

      As I watched my best friend and girlfriend head upstairs, I felt Max’s attention shift from them to me. Whenever he looked at me, I always felt like there was some expectation behind it. Like he was waiting for me to do something, say something. Normally, it didn’t perturb me, but today? It really fucking did.

      This week had probably been one of the most stressful of my entire life. Not only had Jessa’s cat been run down, but the loss of Buddy had urged her to speak of something we’d been building up the courage to discuss for what felt like a lifetime—the feelings Drew and I had for one another. Then there were the drugs that Derick Petersen had planted in Jessa’s locker, followed by this shit with Drew—the fact I’d thought he’d been having a heart attack as well as his admission he’d been taking prescription meds to get through his workload.

      The last thing I needed was Max staring at me like I had all the answers.

      I didn’t.

      Because I was feeling irritable, I snapped at him, “What is it? Do you have a problem or something?”

      He slowly shook his head, but there was a measuring look in his eyes that had me gritting my teeth. “No, no problem. But… aren’t you jealous?” Again, his gaze darted over to the staircase Drew and Jessa had just ascended. “I know I would be.”

      Why did I feel like he was trying to tell me something, either that or ram it home?

      Folding my arms across my chest, I stared him down and stated, “If you have something to say, say it, Max.” When his nostrils flared, I shook my head at him. “You should know by now I don’t bullshit.”

      Though his eyes had been narrowed, that was nothing compared to now—they were pretty much slits as he stared me down in a way that only two strong people could ever understand. It felt crazy to equate us both to wolves in the wild, two alphas trying to determine who was dominant, but that was the truth. Drew was my equal, but there was a reason I was captain of the football team, a reason I had a natural inclination to lead. I was dominant in most things, and at that moment, I sensed that even though Max was still an outsider, one who never let himself be interested enough in anything to take charge, he was just as much an alpha as me.

      “She loves you, man.”

      His statement had me frowning. Whatever I had expected him to say, it wasn’t that. “Hell, I know she does. I never doubted that. Do you doubt that I love her?”

      His words changed the tenor of his interference, and though I resented it, I didn’t call him on it, because he was protecting Jessa. That was something I would never discourage. Drew seemed to think I was using Max, manipulating the situation because Jessa liked him. While having a big guy around all the time, especially one who shared most of Jessa’s classes, was definitely expedient, I wasn’t that much of an asshole.

      I saw how poorly HawkRidge High suited him. Not just because everyone there was rich, but because Max was a loner. It surprised me that he enjoyed hanging out with us for that reason, but I knew that reason was mostly Jessa. There was something about her that was enchanting, and yeah, that made me sound like a hero from a Disney movie, but it was the truth. Drew teased her and called her Pollyanna, and to some extent she was. She was an irritatingly cheerful person, one of those people who didn’t need coffee in the morning to wake up, who was just alive and vibrant because she found joy in most things that others forgot about. Myself included.

      The day she’d walked into my world had been the best day of my life, because until her, I hadn’t seen as much as I did when she was around.

      Most people in the circles we traversed were bogged down with apathy. To my mind, apathy was the most dangerous emotion of them all. It made a person listless, aimless. Made everything boring, even the most exciting things suddenly switched lanes and became tedious.

      Unlike a lot of the trust fund babies at school, my family didn’t come from old money. My folks were rich, crazy rich to be sure, but it was self-made. My dad had been a successful corporate attorney before he’d burned out, and the fortune he’d made, combined with the one my mother was currently shoring up as a kick ass defense attorney, was enough to put even the assholes at the academy in their place. My parents were too busy to suffer from apathy, but before Jessa, as I’d approached my sixteenth birthday, life, even though I had stresses of my own, had begun to look pretty fucking dull.

      With Drew denying a relationship between us, I’d gone off the rails for a while, and sometimes, dealt with the repercussions of that time to this day. I’d fucked around with Sarah Dunham, and hadn’t that bit me in the ass just a few weeks ago? When she’d started talking about how good the sex had been between us, I was more embarrassed than anything else, because all I remembered was a drunken fumble that hadn’t rocked my world so I doubted it had hers.

      I knew she wanted to hurt Jessa, that and the fact she wanted in my pants again were the only things that had stopped her from slating my performance in bed. The Sarahs, our resident mean girls, were bitches, and they’d find nothing more entertaining than slandering the captain of the football team’s abilities in the sack.

      So, with my involvement with that bitch sealing the deal, my life had been veering down the drain until Jessa had moved into town, and at first sight, I’d known she was mine.

      On the rebound from Drew, who’d admitted to his feelings for me but was refusing to act on them, and then the subsequent spiral that had been my rebellion against life—the usual teenage bullshit—she’d been a breath of fresh air. I loved her, and that Max was questioning that irritated me again. Because he was. I kind of felt as though he was trying to make out that I was pushing Drew on her…

      My jaw tensed at the thought. I wanted to tell him that she was going to be my wife, but I knew how he’d take that. He’d react as most people would. They’d have a laugh at my expense and call me a pussy, think me a sappy romantic, or they’d believe I was too young to be feeling the way I was.

      But I was none of those things.

      I was the child of two attorneys. One who defended murderers, and the other who had taken businesses, torn them to shreds, and fired thousands of employees in corporate shakeups that would make his umbrella company millions in profit.

      I was a realist.

      It had been reared into me.

      So I was none of the things that anyone could accuse me of. Jessa was my life, because I made her so. Just as she did me, and as Drew did too.

      “I saw how you looked at him.” Max’s mouth firmed.

      “You saw how I looked at Drew? What? Like I was shitting myself? You bet your dumb ass I was. He terrified me out there. I seriously thought he was having a heart attack,” I growled, stacking my hands on my hips to stop myself from launching at Max. The last thing I needed was to get into an unnecessary fight, one that I was only triggering because he was making me think of just how terrified I’d been this evening.

      But he was shaking his head. “No. Beneath the terror, there was something else.” His gaze cut to the staircase once more, and I was aware that something was brewing in his mind, but I wasn’t sure where he was going. Of course, I had an inkling, but I wasn’t about to put my foot in my mouth and fuck things over for all of us. Not when that inkling wasn’t fully born.

      “If you have something to say,” I snarled, “get on with it.”

      “You hurt her, and I will fucking kill you.”

      I disregarded the threat, but the poison in his words had me tilting my head to the side.

      Drew and I weren’t the only ones with feelings for my girlfriend.

      Of course, I’d suspected as much. It was difficult being around Jessa without falling in love with her. Well, unless you were one of the girls in our year and was jealous. But most guys? Yeah, they could fall for her easily. Only the fact that she was constantly with me or Drew in a social setting saved us from having any issues in the long run.

      Stiffly, I answered, “I don’t think you have any right to doubt or question me on this.”

      “Don’t I? You have feelings for him, feelings that…” He gritted his teeth. “You can’t do this to her, man. If you’re gay, don’t drag her into some fucked up relationship just to save face. Don’t bring her down because you and Drew can’t face facts.”

      I stared at him for what felt like a lifetime, but even as outraged as I was at his presumption, it resonated with me just how deeply he cared about Jessa to bring the subject to a head. He had to know I could beat the shit out of him, but he still spoke out on her behalf.

      It didn’t take a fucking genius to figure out what he wanted from her, but it didn’t stop me from asking, “What do you want from Jessa?”

      His scowl told me he hadn’t anticipated that question, and considering how clever the bastard was, maybe I should take that as a good sign I had knocked him off course, because the last thing we needed to be talking about was the truth of what I wanted with Drew and Jessa.

      His voice was like gravel as he ground out, “Nothing she can give me.”

      “Why? Friendship isn’t enough? You have to know how much Jessa values her friendships.”

      His nostrils flared. “Would you be happy just being friends with her?”

      I shook my head. “Fuck no.”

      “Exactly.” His jaw worked for a second as he stared me down, and he ran a hand through his hair and whispered, “I need to go. Curfew.”

      Despite myself, despite the fact I should take that as a sign to drop the conversation because he had to leave, I didn’t. Such loyalty deserved something.

      “She knows.”

      On the brink of heading for the front door, his head whipped around. “What the hell?”

      I shrugged. “She knows, she accepts it.” I licked my lips, shaking my head even as the words formed because I couldn’t believe it myself. “She approves.”

      For a second, I wasn’t sure what his reaction was. Disgust? Disinterest? Disbelief? More than anything, he just looked like I’d stunned him with a Taser.

      “You being serious?” he choked out.

      “As serious as I can be where she’s concerned. You’re not the only one who wants to protect her, Max. You forget yourself. You’re new to Hawk Ridge, new to this friendship, new to Jessa. We’re not. I need her just as much as she needs me.” I flickered a look at the staircase, then overhead where I knew Drew and Jessa would be sleeping together. Releasing a deep sigh, I murmured, “Hell, Drew needs us both more than he realizes.”

      Max still looked like he’d been tasered, but his phone buzzed, and he reached into his pocket, stared at the screen for a second, then clenched his jaw. “I have to go.”

      That was all the farewell I got, but it was all the bye I needed. “Take Jessa’s car,” I called out to him, as I followed him to the door. He shot me a grateful look, then loped over to the curb where he dived behind the wheel and took off. Though I watched him go, I quickly retreated inside and locked up behind him, and even though I wasn’t particularly tired, I knew the only place I wanted to be tonight was close to the two people I loved.

      I already knew the layout of Drew’s bedroom, not for any nefarious reason, as we hadn’t done anything nefarious, nothing except for a single, innocent kiss. Shit, we’d done more in front of Jessa than we had behind her back, but still, Drew had been my friend for so long that he knew my bedroom and I knew his inside out.

      Because of that, I was well aware that if this was going to happen, it would have been far more comfortable in my own bedroom with my king-sized bed. Drew, on the other hand, had a measly single. How he managed to pretzel his body onto that torture device I wasn’t sure, but I was looking forward to the day when we were in college, and I could buy him a new fucking bed. Not just because I intended for Jessa and me to be in it too, but because he deserved one. He was as tall as me, not as bulky, but just as strong. The guy needed his space to move.

      It figured, now that I thought about it, that the family had been saving for something for some time. Drew had outgrown his bed years back, and there were certain things around the house that were in definite need of work, like the fridge they kept repairing rather than replacing even though it should have gone out with the Dark Ages, and the stove that was always on the brink of catastrophe and which Jessa moaned about when Drew wasn’t within earshot.

      Money had been tight for a while, but I just hadn’t noticed it. In comparison to my family, Drew had always had less and that was what I’d chosen to see. I’d let him down, but he’d had a hand in that for sure.

      Was I mad that Drew had kept his grandmother’s illness from me? No. If anything, it hurt me rather than angered me.

      Exactly like Jessa, I thought we shared everything, thought we’d discussed every single aspect of our lives, and yet, I was learning tonight that Drew had secrets, ones he found no compunction in keeping from me.

      Jessa, Drew, and Max too, if I were being honest, were pretty much the only people I gave a shit about. That was probably bad considering I had a family—parents and sisters—but you couldn’t choose your family, though you could choose your friends.

      They meant more to me, knew the real me more than my father and mother, twin sisters and elder brother ever could or would. When we headed out to Berkeley, because I still intended for that to happen, we would be across the country from our families. Jessa would be affected by that more than Drew or me. She was close to her folks, but Chris, Drew’s dad, was barely around, and I didn’t think it was just because of his new girlfriend, either.

      Chris had always been weird, but I’d thought he was decent. Unlike my father, though, he hadn’t attended every single game Drew starred in, and most of the things that went down at school he kept himself apart from. Whenever Chris mentioned his wife, Drew’s mother, there was always an intrinsic sadness about him, and a part of me had theorized a long time ago that looking at Drew hurt Chris. I knew that sounded crazy, but from the few pictures that were around the house, Drew definitely took after his mother. Chris was white, whereas Drew looked Native American like his mom. It was only a hypothesis, but it made a nasty kind of sense.

      As for his grandmother, I knew her better, but… apparently not if she was suffering from a rare illness that Drew didn’t think he could share with me.

      There were so many secrets between us when I hadn’t believed there were any.

      I knew that had to change or we’d grow apart before we even had a chance to live a life together. I couldn’t bear the prospect of a future without these people in it, without Jessa at my side, Drew too. It would be a torment to me to picture a day, twenty years down the line, where they weren’t in it.

      I knew most guys my age didn’t think this way, but they didn’t come from my background. Didn’t understand how I worked. The second Jessa had come into my life, I’d grown up in ways that few people in my class could even imagine. Sure, I was still a teenager and I wanted to party and have fun, but also, I had goals. Goals that involved tying these two people who were squished into the sardine can that was Drew’s single bed to me forever. I guess it was manipulative of me, but if that was the truth, then that was the truth. I felt no shame for it. No shame at all.

      I intended for us to be very happy, but for that happiness to exist at all, we had to be together. So, no more secrets. No more lies and half-truths. We had to be all out or we were nothing, and that was something I could never allow.

      Blowing out a breath, I eyed the people I loved and grimaced at just how squished they were. It was a testament to how uncomfortable Drew’s bed was, even just to sit on, that I felt no envy about not fitting on there. Nor did I have any compunction in grabbing the blankets he stored on the top shelf in his closet and laying them down flat on the floor.

      I hunkered down, quite happy to use the ground as my bed if it meant I could stay close to them both. It wouldn’t harm me for the night, and tomorrow I’d be back in my bed or sleeping on the sofa here with Jessa. I wasn’t sure about our plans yet. There was a party tomorrow, one over on Crest Lake. I had forgotten all about it until this evening when the guys had been talking about in the showers, but I wanted to go, mostly because it was going to start before sunset. Everyone was going to hang out, swim, chill, and then there was going to be a bonfire as night fell. I really wanted to do that, but wasn’t sure if it was wise considering Drew’s state.

      Still, there was only so much we could talk about tomorrow, and the truth was, Drew needed to lighten up. That was as important as anything else.

      Jessa wasn’t the only one concerned about him.

      I knew what Adderall was. My sister took it for her ADHD. It was easy to get hooked, difficult to live without. The only way to make sure that Drew remained on the straight and narrow was to help him stay that way. To keep him on that path.

      I wasn’t sure what Coach had discussed with him after he’d made me go back out on the field, didn’t know every single detail because Drew hadn’t had the chance to share it all with me yet, but I had to figure that for the moment, he was safe at HawkRidge High. Sure, it wasn’t fair. It spoke of just how corrupt the school was that a kid who was on drugs could manipulate the system just because he was a star player on the football team. Hell, it was probably a shitty indictment on North American schooling as a whole, but that was life. And being a part of life in this community, among some of the most elite and rich in the entire state, we learned, fast, just how the world truly worked.

      I groaned as my back connected with the ground, but I soon settled down. Drew’s deep breaths soothed me, and knowing Jessa was here too was like the icing on the cake. I thought she slept as well, knew how traumatic yesterday and today had been for her and hoped she was resting, but when she whispered, “Are you okay?” I almost jolted upright in surprise, because I hadn’t expected her to be awake.

      She was close to me, so close because Drew had his back to the wall while Jessa played little spoon to his big spoon as she faced the room. There were only so many configurations two people could have on Drew’s bed, and I was actually quite glad, because it meant I could speak with her in the soft silence of the dying night without disturbing Drew.

      “I’ve been better.”

      She released a shaky breath. “Me, too.” A pause. “Did Max leave? Or is he downstairs?”

      “Curfew,” I informed her softly. “I told him to take your car.”

      “Good thinking. With you two around, I won’t be needing it that much this weekend plus, hell, his bike is at his house.” I heard the concern in her voice and marveled at it. “He left it on the street so he could drive me back to school. I was with him when I got your text about Drew.”

      She let so few people into her life, but she embraced Max. That meant something, didn’t it? Had I been blind all along to her feelings for him? I saw his for her, plain as day. But were they reciprocated?

      My throat worked as I thought about what I wanted to say to her, raising a topic of conversation I really shouldn’t be bringing to her attention, but if we were to live a life free from lies, we had to start somewhere. Being open went hand in hand with speaking the truth.

      “He has feelings for you, Jessa.”

      “He’s a friend,” she replied softly, but there was a strange note to her voice. A note that sounded like she was flattered.

      Great.

      I reached up and pinched the bridge of my nose. “He’s definitely a friend, but he still wants more,” I whispered. My throat felt thick as I managed to get out, “Do you want more?”

      “I love you, Sam.”

      While her fervent tone reassured me, I didn’t really need the reassurance. I told her as much. “I know that, baby. I don’t doubt your love.”

      “Then, why are we talking about this?” Was that tears I heard in her voice? Fuck. I’d never meant to make her cry, but I just needed to get this out into the open. What I’d seen in Max’s face, heard in his voice, discerned from the words he’d uttered in her defense, I’d known this was going in a direction I couldn’t control.

      “Don’t cry, Jessa,” I replied softly, turning onto my side so I could stare into the darkness and hopefully catch a glimpse of her. The streetlamps gently illuminated the room, casting some parts in a soft shadow, but it allowed me to see the way her mouth was quivering with fear. Was she scared because she did have feelings for Max? Or was she scared because she thought I doubted her?

      “What do you feel for him?”

      “He’s a friend,” she argued, but again, there was a note in her voice that told me otherwise.

      “I’m your friend. Drew’s your friend.”

      It was weird, because I felt like I was guiding her down this path, and the end destination wasn’t one I particularly wanted. Max had blended easily into our group, that was for sure. I liked him, didn’t love him like I did Drew or Jessa, but as was the case with them, I didn’t tolerate very many people. There was a reason my circle was small.

      After Jessa, I’d found no need to surround myself with sycophants and people who only wanted to hang out with me because I was the captain of the football team. I didn’t need that shit, didn’t need my ego stroked. Jessa had opened my eyes to the way I’d been leading my life, and I hadn’t appreciated what I’d seen. So now, we kept things tight.

      I hung around with my tightknit group, and at lunch, our table was for us alone, people were allowed to move around us, like satellites, but nobody was allowed into the inner core.

      Until Max.

      No matter how much I wanted to hide from it, I felt like I should have seen this coming.

      Not just on Jessa’s behalf, either.

      Max had only been here a short while, we didn’t know all about his past, as today had proven when we learned he had a juvie record, but…

      My dad always said that when you used the word ‘but’ in the middle of a sentence, it completely negated what you’d just been saying. He wasn’t wrong.

      Though I didn’t know Max as well as I knew the other two people in this room, that didn’t take away from the relationship that was forming between us all.

      I couldn’t open up the possibility of her having a relationship with both Drew and me, and not be aware she might want more.

      “Would you like him to kiss you?”

      A sharp gasp escaped her, and this time, there was no hiding from her panic. How Drew was sleeping through this, I wasn’t sure, but I sat up, quickly reached for her hands, and tightened mine around hers.

      “Stop being scared,” I demanded in a low voice, not wanting to wake Drew, but needing to ram this home. “I love you. You love me. Drew loves us both. That isn’t going to change. Nothing is going to change after we’ve had this discussion. “

      She tugged at my hold on her hands. “I don’t understand where this is coming from.”

      Hell, I didn’t either. I’d never foreseen this conversation happening, but what I’d seen today in Max’s face? It had been coming since the first day of school and I just hadn’t realized it.
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      I wanted to ask what the hell he was doing, but I didn’t. He knew Jessa better than me because of the intimacy of the relationship he had with her, and that was something closed to me until this point, but I didn’t like it. Didn’t like it at all.

      Was he trying to push her into Max’s arms?

      She was close to me at the moment, squished against my body in a way that was both heaven and hell. My bed was way too small for two people, but it was a sacrifice I’d make every single fucking night if I could have her lying here with me. She smelled like orange blossom from what I assumed was her soap. With my nose pressed between her shoulder blades, huddled up as I was against her, my senses were overwhelmed by her. Not only had I been able to hear her breathing, feel her against me, but if I wanted to, I could reach out and press my lips to her shoulder, flutter my tongue along the line there because now, that was where we were at.

      Tonight, she’d acted and reacted like more than just a friend would.

      Yesterday, she accepted that there was something between Sam and me.

      We were approaching the final step that would lead us all into being in this relationship, but whatever Sam was doing, it put me on edge. Except I stayed silent. Only when I’d heard the broken note in her voice, when I sensed Sam shifting on the blanket he’d evidently laid down beside my bed, had I awoken. My deep sleep had only been ruptured because of these two people who meant the world to me, because where they were concerned, my subconscious was always on red alert.

      “What do you want me to say?”

      The entreaty in Jessa’s voice about broke me, and again, I wondered what the hell he was playing at. But then, the reason behind the entreaty hit me harder.

      Did Jessa have feelings for Max?

      It was evident to anyone with eyes that Max felt something for her, but was that reciprocated?

      Jessa let no one in. That was a fact. Sure, she looked open. She was friendly and bubbly, vivacious and vibrant. When it came to new people in school, just as she had with Max, she tried her best, brought them into our circle for a little time before closing it up again and letting them go on their way.

      She had one friend who was currently out of the country, and even Lindsay wasn’t a particularly welcome member of our triad. They tended to study together when Sam and I were training, and they were more study buddies than anything else. Jessa’s friends were in this room. Well, Max, wherever he was, was included in that list too. Still, the way she’d introduced Max into our group? It told me something I’d only just seen.

      How shortsighted had I been? Or was it simply arrogance and self-absorption?

      I’d been obsessed with money lately, tired from school and training, desperate to spend more time with my grandma, but Jenny Cassidy wasn’t that kind of woman. Even though she was sick, she didn’t take things lying down. She had an active role in the church, which was a huge source of discontent between us since I refused to go, and a lot of her time was taken up by community projects she refused to take a step back from thanks to her treatment.

      I loved her, just as I loved my dad, but neither of them were very active in my life. These past couple years, I wasn’t sure what I’d have done without Jessa and Sam at my back.

      “I just want you to tell me how you feel about him.”

      Sam’s voice was cool but calm. It was neither overemotional nor bland. In truth, it was perfect. It wouldn’t inspire panic in Jessa, but his voice didn’t have to. The question did that for him.

      From my position behind her, I could feel her heart beating like a drum. I wanted to soothe it, soothe her, but apparently this was a conversation we all needed to have. There was a reason, though, that Sam had chosen this moment when he thought I’d passed out to discuss this.

      It was almost like this bedroom was our safe zone, and I had to admit, I liked the sound of that.

      “He makes me feel safe.”

      Jessa’s words were small, but they had me frowning. Safe? Of all the things I’d expected her to say, it wasn’t that. But then it hit me. Safety to Jessa was important. Not only did Sam and I always keep her safe, not just physically and emotionally, but I knew there were things that came as an integral part of being a Rothskind. Things that were alien to me, but that were an intrinsic part of her life.

      I knew her parents had dealt with kidnapping threats back when they lived in New York, and one of the reasons they’d moved here in the first place was to get away from the rat race, to hide out among suburbia. That wasn’t something Jessa had talked about though. We only knew about it because Sam had overheard her parents talking about it one afternoon. He hadn’t even discussed it with Jessa. At least, I didn’t think he had. At the time, he’d just told me, and we’d both been mind blown by the idea that somebody had threatened to abduct Jessa and her brother.

      Combined with her health issues, it was no wonder safety was pretty damn important to her. But I knew that as much as she loved us, she also felt safe with us, and probably, in her mind, it made her love us even more. That she felt the same for Max too, well, I didn’t know what that meant. I couldn’t say that it didn’t bode well for us, because I wasn’t entirely sure where Sam wanted this to go. Did he want Jessa and Max to have a side thing going on? Or…?

      “He makes you feel safe, what else? Do you want to touch him? Kiss him?”

      This conversation was getting weird and it probably made me a jerk for not standing up for her by bringing an end to it, but I wanted to know the answer just as much as he did.

      There were some people in this world who were prudes. They couldn’t see past the definitive lines society set for them. There were many people like that in Hawk Ridge. It was a pretty religious community, with way too many churches per capita than was required, but it was just the way of it here. Those people who were devout and attended a service several times a week, not just on a Sunday, obviously believed in straitlaced relationships that society deemed right.

      But there were others out there. Others like me who liked guys as well as girls, and who would easily be ostracized for that preference. It was one of the reasons why I’d wanted to keep things on the downlow with Sam, because I knew we’d be shunned. But just as I was bi, Sam as well, there were other ways that sexuality worked. I couldn’t expect Jessa to want Sam and me, and potentially never want somebody else. Or could I?

      The thought had jealousy swirling inside me, but hell, I didn’t exactly have a right to feel that just yet. Sam on the other hand? God, this must be killing him. This conversation must have been like a dagger to the heart, because I knew that was how it was for me.

      Jesus, just the idea of her wanting to add to our union made me want to tear my room apart, and then she whispered, “Why are you making me talk about this? Just because I have—”

      “Have what?” Sam asked, urging her to speak the words she’d tried to hold back from uttering.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Of course it matters,” he snapped, for the first time sounding like he was losing his patience.

      “It’s just attraction. That’s all. When you’re married to somebody, that doesn’t mean you turn blind. You still see. You just don’t act on what you see and what that person makes you feel.”

      The awkward phrasing, from anybody else, would have made me snicker. Jessa was eloquent, intelligent, and erudite. She was on the debate team and was a perfect public speaker. It was very rare to see her nervous. In fact, now that I thought about it, I only ever saw her nervous before a game. Those nerves, I recognized, were on mine and Sam’s behalf.

      And didn’t that just make me love her even more. God, no wonder I was a goner. Sam, too.

      “I don’t like this,” Jessa whispered, her voice tiny. “You’re changing things and I don’t understand why. Are you mad at me or something?”

      Sam released a shaky breath. “Jessa, sweetheart, I’m the one who’s changed things. Well, Drew and me. We were the ones who made what we have unorthodox.”

      “It would kill me if you touched another woman.”

      Sam’s hiss was sibilant enough to make my ears sting. “Jessa, I want no other woman.”

      At that, she relaxed some, but she was still throbbing with tension. “And how can you talk about Max this way? It’s like you want me to have feelings for him.”

      “No, it isn’t. I just realized something tonight, something that… Baby, I’ve had this secret from you for all the time we’ve been together. And your secret is that you knew about ours. Then, there’s what Drew’s been hiding from us. Not just his grandma, but the drugs. I’m tired of having secrets. I don’t want that for us. All that will do is kill us before we even have a chance to get out there and make this what we need.

      “The only way to be open and honest is to talk about these things, and I know Max has feelings for you. Before he left, he defended you. Said that he saw something between Drew and me. He was scared for you, and he didn’t want us to hurt you. I’d like to think he was just being a good friend, but I know he isn’t. Sure, I’m certain that’s at the base, but there’s more than that. He has feelings for you. And, babe, I have to believe that you have feelings for him.

      “It’s not every day that you invite somebody into our circle, and it’s not every day Drew and I allow it, that we want to hang around with that person you’re trying to help. Remember last year with the exchange student? You were kind to him, and we just stuck to the background. We weren’t interested. But Max? We’ve brought him into the fold as well.”

      “You have feelings for Max too?” Jessa queried, her voice high-pitched with amazement.

      Sam snorted. “No. Not like that. Jessa, you and Drew are it for me. I knew that the moment you walked into my life. And I know Drew is the same. But I have to think there’s something there between you and Max, something you might need to work on.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from growling at Sam, “Stop putting words in her damn mouth.”

      Beside me, Jessa tensed, and peered at me over her shoulder. I couldn’t see much because of the darkness that had infiltrated the room, and I wasn’t about to brighten things up by switching on a lamp. Wherever Sam was going with this conversation, I had no idea, but also, I was well aware that it wouldn’t be made easier in the harsh light of my nightstand lamp. The sight of her tears in the meager illumination from the street, however, nearly fucking broke me and I couldn’t keep out of this anymore.

      Sam insisted, “We need to talk about this.”

      Leaning up on my elbow, I shook my head, slicing it from side to side in outright rejection. “No. Not tonight. It’s already been a clusterfuck of a day, Sam. You bringing shit to the surface that doesn’t need to be—”

      Sam held up a hand. “You think I want to be having this conversation? Did you think that today felt like the perfect time to fuck everything up? Apparently so, because you’re one of the reasons it’s fucked up. You nearly ruined everything, and because of it, things have come to light. Max has feelings for her, Drew. You said it yourself earlier. You were thinking it was just feelings, friendship, but it isn’t. I saw it in his face today, and I asked him. He said that whatever he wants from Jessa is something she can’t give him.”

      I huffed. “So? That’s what happens with love sometimes,” I spat, hating that the words were falling from my mouth, because I wasn’t this kind of guy. In touch with my feelings? No. This conversation, shit, it was making me talk about this stuff. “Unrequited love isn’t a new thing, Sam. Just because we’re introducing a strange dynamic to this relationship doesn’t mean that this is a free-for-fucking-all.”

      A watery giggle escaped Jessa, and I cut her a look, relieved to see that though her smile was soggy, it was a smile, nonetheless. She wiggled and shifted so she was laying angled back against me, able to see us both. Her hand came out and she pressed it to my leg. I wished it was bare skin touching bare skin, but Christ, that was a little too much to ask for after the day we’d had. After the day I’d, as Sam had correctly stated, fucked up.

      “I love you, Drew.”

      My heart froze in my chest. Hearing those words after what she’d said earlier? I wasn’t certain she could have said anything that would have surprised me more, or made me even happier than I was at that moment.

      And it was weird to be happy.

      Things were still up in the air on so many levels, and I knew it would feel like I was juggling for the next few months. There were no guarantees in this world, but I guessed I knew one thing—whether or not Coach could forge ahead with his plan, Jessa and Sam would find a way to help my grandma. That, in the grand scheme of things, was really all that mattered.

      A shaky sigh escaped me. I couldn’t stop myself from moving forward and doing as I’d done earlier, press my forehead to hers. It was the most intimate connection we’d had before our kiss this evening, and I wanted it again. Wanted to feel it again, because it was innocent and pure and what I felt for her was that. Sure, there was more to come, but at the base of this simple touch was proof that she was warmth, home, love, and softness. That was what she represented in my mind.

      That didn’t take away from the fact that I wanted inside her more than I wanted my college scholarship, but there were more things going on here. Sam was right in one sense. We did need to stop keeping secrets from one another, and even though our friendship had been forged a long time ago, if we were going to survive this strange configuration, we did need to be open.

      “Whatever you need, I’ll give it to you,” I whispered, the words fervent, and though they were technically unnecessary, I couldn’t stop myself from telling her that.

      “Same, Drew.”

      My forehead rocked against hers as I shook my head. “You were right earlier. You were both right today, and hell, if that doesn’t mean pigs are gonna start flying soon, then I don’t know what does.” I grinned when she chuckled, and my smile only widened when I heard Sam join in too. “You can save me. It isn’t just me who can save you or Sam, and I was a dick for keeping you out of the loop.”

      Though she tensed at my statement, she blew out a breath that brushed over my lips. It made me want to taste her, to explore her mouth in a way I hadn’t been allowed to thus far. But that wasn’t for tonight, that was for another time. “I was mad.”

      “Don’t take away from what you said, because it was the truth. This is the twenty-first century. The guy can be a damsel in distress too.”

      She snorted, then reached up and cupped the back of my neck. “I just want us to be together.”

      “And to do that, to do that forever, we need to be honest.” I released a shaky breath. “If you want Max too, then it might drive me crazy for a little while, because what if you want another guy a few years down the line too? What if it never ends—”

      This time, I was stunned out of my panic when she began giggling. She giggled so hard that she broke the connection with me, falling back until she splattered against the mattress. As she laughed, she rocked from side to side, as though her amusement was impossible to contain.

      “My God.” She snickered even harder, giggling to herself, and I shot Sam a look, wondering if this was true amusement or just outright hysteria. When he shrugged, I guessed he didn’t know either, so we just stared at her, watching until she eventually calmed down and stopped laughing like a lunatic. “How many men do you think I need in my life?” she eventually managed to get out, but she snickered at the same time as she asked the question. “I mean, I probably can’t handle the two of you, but Max too?”

      “This isn’t porn,” Sam told her softly. “We’re not going to gang bang you or anything, Jessa. It’s a relationship.”

      She reared up at that, leaning on her elbows as she stared at him and then me. “You watch that stuff?” She cocked a brow, peering at both of us, skewering us with a look.

      I shrugged, but my cheeks did burnish a little bit with heat. “Sometimes.” I hadn’t had sex in months—but I wasn’t about to admit that my right hand and my dick were the best of friends.

      “Most of the time,” Sam admitted. “Babe, my house is never empty and yours is rarely, so it’s either jack off or go nuts. But even though it’s hot, it’s not what I imagine us doing. It isn’t reality, and the reality I want is better than any fantasy.” He bit his bottom lip, a lip that I wanted to suck between my teeth and bruise with my mark. “I mean, some of it is, but it’s just not as… I guess there’s just no feeling there.”

      She frowned. “I’m supposed to be the girl here. Who watches porn for feelings?”

      He shoved her leg with his hand. “Shut up,” he complained, grousing with a very masculine pout.

      “No, but seriously?” When he grunted, she giggled again then, her amusement waned, and it was her turn to admit, “I watch that stuff too. I mean, I’ve been aware of what you guys want for a long time, so I guess I was preparing myself. But I’m just not sure why you want to talk about Max tonight of all nights.”

      “Because—” Sam blew out a gusty breath. “I think my mom is cheating on my dad.”

      Whatever I had expected him to say, it wasn’t that. I gaped at him, and Jessa, surging up from her supine position, flew upright as she twisted on the mattress so she could face him better. The second her feet touched the floor, she slid off the side of the bed and pretty much threw herself onto his lap. She straddled him, then reached up and cupped his cheeks so she could stare into his face.

      “Are you being serious?”

      “Yeah,” Sam mumbled shakily. “I overheard her on the phone one day in the garden when she thought she was alone.” He gnawed on the inside of his cheek before he murmured, “I guess, I don’t know, they spend so much time apart that it makes sense really. Maybe my dad has somebody on the side too. I’m not sure I can blame them, considering how little time they actually spend together, and maybe that’s how they want it to work, but I just… I guess, I’m just facing facts here.

      “This isn’t the seventeenth century and sexuality can be fluid. What Drew and I want with you isn’t exactly considered normal, but what my mom and probably even my dad are doing is wrong. Infidelity is—” He licked his lips. “That’s a game changer. Hell, it ends the game. But that doesn’t mean that the feelings stop there, and it’s just like you said, sometimes you don’t act on them and you stay true, but what if you need something else?”

      For a second, I was speechless. There were so many things wrong with that statement I didn’t know where to start. But then, as fucked up as what he said was, I had to tell him, “I’m sorry, man.”

      Of course, Sam being Sam, he played it down and shrugged. “It’s their life, their marriage. I just don’t want that for us.”

      Because he was going through some shit, I decided that slapping him upside the head would do none of us any good. Still, that didn’t mean I was going to let what he said fly, not when Jessa stiffened on his lap—and not in a good way.

      Raising my hand, I reached over and gripped his shoulder as I murmured, “Sam, I don’t know what you’re going through, and I don’t even pretend to understand. I’m sorry, I know that. But we’re not your parents. We are not my parents, and even though Jessa seems to have relatively normal folks, at least when you take into account that her mom is a Rothskind, we’re not her parents, either. We’re our own people.”

      “Life happens,” was all Sam said, and because he wasn’t exactly wrong, it was difficult to argue with him.

      I didn’t particularly like what Jessa said next, but I understood she was being diplomatic. Especially considering this was another secret Sam had withheld from us. Only hell knew since when.

      God, the secrets were just everywhere.

      Even if this shit about Max was fucked up, he was totally correct about how much we were keeping from one another. That had to stop. Now.

      “Cheating is cheating. If anything changes between us, we need to promise that we’ll discuss it before we do anything else. Agreed?” Jessa interjected.

      Sam blew out a breath. “Agreed. I just don’t want you to feel like you’ve missed out on anything.”

      I didn’t need to see Jessa’s face to know that it would be puckered into one big scowl of confusion. “Sam, shut up and kiss me.”

      I smiled at her demand, then watched in delight as she didn’t wait for him to obey, instead, she had decided to switch off his ‘white knight’ mode by pressing her mouth to his. She tilted her head and began to kiss the fuck out of him. The sight had my dick hardening instantly, and because I could now, because I had the right, I reached down and palmed myself through my shorts. I’d been waiting for this moment for a lifetime, or at least, that’s how it felt, and the pressure of my hand against my dick provided some semblance of relief, but it was nothing compared to what I really wanted—Jessa’s hand there instead of mine.

      I’d always liked watching them kiss. It had made me feel like a pervert, granted, but it had never stopped me from watching them. They were affectionate, so it wasn’t the first time I’d seen them make out. Especially at parties. The polite thing to do would have been to look away, but I never had.

      I’d watched as longing filled me while I took in the depths of emotion that ping-ponged off them both. As much as I’d wanted to be a part of it, watching it had always turned me on too, and knowing that now, she’d done this with a reason in mind, I was both excited and filled with trepidation.

      This probably wasn’t the best night to be moving things so swiftly ahead, but I wasn’t about to say no, wasn’t about to tell Jessa to stop so we’d go back to sleep. Did I look like an idiot?

      The small moans that escaped her as Sam finally began to kiss her back, his tongue thrusting into her mouth, had me clenching down on my dick, and when she began to rock her hips, evidently grinding into him, I whispered, “Fuck, that’s hot.”

      I almost expected her to tense at my words as reality hit her, terrifying her as I spoke, but she didn’t.

      If anything, the little siren, her movements became even more exaggerated. It was like she was giving me a show, and I wasn’t about to complain. Before, she’d wriggled against Sam, now she downright writhed. Her hips popped from side to side, her back undulating almost like she was some kind of goddamn belly dancer as she worked herself on Sam’s dick—she knew what she wanted, and she wasn’t about to hide from that. Did it surprise me? Maybe. But Jessa was forthright in most things. Why not where sex was concerned too?

      There was nothing I wanted more than to cup her ass and slide my hand between her legs, but would that be too much? Was it a step too far?

      She wore a simple pair of shorts, and I really wished now that I’d given her a pair of my own or something when she’d relaxed beside me. I’d never expected her to rest for long at my side, had thought she’d slip downstairs and go and sit with Sam. To awaken with her in my arms, with Sam at the side of my bed, was pretty much a dream come true—her clothes just meant I didn’t have as much easy access as I’d have liked.

      I wasn’t a virgin, but what I’d done hadn’t exactly been momentous. Quickies at parties, sneaky fucking before somebody’s parents came home. Part of me wished, pathetic and stupid as it might be, that tonight was my first time. With them both. Only, I couldn’t offer them that, but I could offer them myself.

      Licking my lips, I rolled onto my side so I could dip down and slide my hand over her butt. At my touch, the moan that escaped her surprised both Sam and me, because he tensed and I jerked in response. I’d almost thought she’d pull away, but she didn’t, hadn’t.

      As I slipped my fingers over that peachy butt of hers, I let them draw to a halt at her core. She was molten hot through her shorts, and the second I began to rub against her fabric-clad pussy, she tore her mouth from Sam’s and pressed her forehead against his shoulder. The sound of her panting breaths made my heart speed up, and I began to rub her a little harder, a little faster, not giving a fuck about how awkward the movement was for me, just rejoicing inside as she whimpered and moaned in Sam’s arms.

      Sam, as always, was her safety net. I didn’t mind, because usually I was that too, but tonight, this was new for us all. We were all going to make mistakes, fumble a little bit. But as much as we fumbled, I intended for her to relish what it meant to be shared by us.

      I didn’t want her thoughts clouded with what happened today, didn’t want her thinking about Max’s or Sam’s parents. I wanted her focus where it should be—on us.

      A slurping sound drew my attention, and I saw that Sam was sucking on her throat, hard enough to leave a hickey. I’d often heard her lament about how often he did that, but seeing it for myself made my dick twitch, and longing hit me as I wished that I could be doing that to her at this very moment.

      Later, later, I promised myself, more intent on teasing my woman because that was what she was. Mine. Ours, to be sure, but mine as well.

      “Baby,” I whispered, surprising myself with the desperation in my tone. “Let me touch you some more. Let me make you feel good.”

      Jessa’s breath gusted from her lips and I watched as she pushed herself into Sam’s arms, clinging to him for a second, before sucking in another breath, and surging to her feet. The movement was so explosive, so abrupt, that I half expected her to storm out of my bedroom, but she didn’t. Instead, with her back to me, she stood there for a second, seemingly staring into space.

      Hell, she stood there for so long that I shot Sam a look, but he just shrugged at me, then reverted his attention to Jessa. When he licked his lips, I glanced back at her and saw her hands had moved. I could only see her elbows, but the motion of her arms told me she was unbuttoning her clothes.

      In a handful of seconds, her top had been flung to the floor and she was wriggling out of her shorts. When I saw the bare expanse of her ass, I realized she’d removed her panties too, and the sight almost blew my mind, because I’d expected some heavy petting tonight, but nothing more. When her bra was slingshotted across the room as well, I was sure I’d died and gone to heaven.

      Earlier this evening, out on the field, when things had felt like they were spiraling down until I was dying, I never imagined this would happen tonight.

      Catalysts didn’t always have to be bad.

      I’d have given my left nut for her to have come to me, for her to have given herself to me without today shadowing tonight, but if it was a step in the right direction for our relationship, then I’d deal with it.

      But, and it was a huge but…

      No more lies.

      No more secrets.

      Only truths.

      Sam was dead-on with that, and I wasn’t about to fuck things up again. Not when I finally had everything I’d been dreaming of for the past two years.

      When she turned around, and I caught sight of her, my heart pretty much went boom in my chest. I’d seen her in a one-piece before, because she never wore a bikini, but the sight of her, even in the shadows, was just more than I’d expected. My tongue cleaved to the roof of my mouth as I stared at her, but knowing that she could get nervous about how silent I was, I reached out and shakily pressed a hand to her waist. She shivered the second my skin connected with hers, and as I traced my fingers over her belly, moving higher, so I could cup her breast with one hand, she started breathing heavily, her chest shaking, her tits jiggling with the motion. That was pretty much all I needed to surge forward so I could press my face into her stomach.

      As much as I wanted to fuck her, as much as I wanted to connect with her, this was Jessa. She was mine in ways she didn’t even understand, couldn’t understand, because I hadn’t shown her yet. With my face against her stomach, I curved my arms around her thighs, letting one hand cup her ass, while the other rested on the backs of her thighs.

      Hers immediately went to my hair, and while she scraped her fingers through it, she whispered, “Drew? Are you okay?”

      Sam’s laughter was husky. “Let him take a second, Jessa. He’s just appreciating the moment, savoring it like a fine wine.”

      She snorted at his corny words. “Shut up, doofus.”

      My lips curved, amusement riding me, as I realized this was how it was meant to be. How it would always be. Smiles and sighs, heart racing emotions combined with snarky jokes.

      I’d never been more grateful for anything in my life than these two people, and I didn’t intend on wasting another moment, didn’t intend on keeping my appreciation for them a secret.

      Dipping my tongue out, I pressed it to the center of her stomach and traced a shape of a heart. I moved my head so I could circle her navel, then slipped down and nipped at the tiny bulge of her lower belly. Before she could do more than squeal, I moved higher, higher still, until I could trace my tongue around one hardened tip of her breast. The skin tightened even more, impossibly so, growing taut until I could rake my teeth down it and enjoy the bite of her nails as she scraped them even harder over my scalp. As I sucked on her nipple, I loved how she rocked into me, like she needed more and knew I would give it to her.

      I was surprised by her confidence, but then, maybe I shouldn’t have been. Sam had spent the last two years proving that, to him, she pretty much walked on water.

      Jessa had curves, and she wasn’t skinny like a lot of the other bitches at school. I wouldn’t change her for anything, and I knew Sam felt the exact same way. I hoped, I fucking prayed, that in the time he’d had her, he’d worshipped her as she deserved to be worshipped. And if he hadn’t, I’d punch him later, and spend the rest of my life making sure that both of us gave her the praise she deserved.

      Moving my hands, I let one surge higher so I could cup her other breast, while my right dipped between her legs, which she widened once I glided my fingers along her knee and up to her inner thigh. The texture of her skin changed as goosebumps appeared, and I smiled around her nipple before I bit down, hard enough to make her squeal. The movement relaxed her after the seconds of tension, and I took advantage to slide my fingers through the silken wetness of her slit.

      I could feel my heart pounding in my ears, every part of me coming alive, aware, and awake. My cock throbbed with the need to be inside her, but more than that, I wanted her to love this moment, to remember it until the day we died. Until she couldn’t remember anything except for this night imprinted forever on her memory banks.

      As I circled her clit, she whimpered, her hips surging into me in a way that filled me with pride. I heard some rustling on the floor, and from the sounds, knew Sam was getting naked.

      Excitement flooded me, hell, it did more than that. There was nothing I wanted more than to see him, to be able to touch him, but this was about Jessa.

      I loved them both, but Jessa was my glue. That was the only way I could describe her. It was like I was a house built of brick, but it meant nothing without her because she was my foundation. And in that analogy, Sam was my cement that kept the bricks in place.

      I was nothing without them, nothing at all, and I needed them to know that.

      Pulling away so I could straighten up, I traced my lips over her chest and up to her shoulder, pushing to my feet as I slid up her body, then moved over to her throat where I sucked down for a few seconds. I wanted to leave a mark there too, wanted to hear her bitch about it in the morning as she tried to cover it up with makeup. Hell, I was so excited about that that my cock pulsed in time to her heavy, panting breaths.

      I moved my lips along the curve of her jaw, finally reaching her mouth, and as I pressed mine to hers, I felt Sam behind us. One of his hands came to her waist, while the other came to mine. Everything inside me locked down for a handful of seconds before it surged into being once more.

      I had no idea how this was going to work. No idea how we’d do it, because in truth, I spent a lot of time thinking about it, but visuals were never really my thing. Sam was right, the porn didn’t match what I wanted to do with them. It looked corny and creepy, and in no way fit what I felt for him or her. It got me off physically, but emotionally? It always left me frustrated. What I wanted with them both was an organic kind of love, but I wasn’t sure how to go about it.

      The feel of him touching me intimately, though, was enough to make my eyes prick with tears. I was grateful for the darkness, grateful that they wouldn’t see me crying over this, and as I thrust my tongue between Jessa’s lips, fucking her mouth as I wanted to fuck her pussy, claiming her and making her my own in this one small way, it was made a thousand times better by the knowledge that both of these creatures who possessed my heart were both standing there, naked and vulnerable in front of me, when I’d never felt more naked or more vulnerable in my life. And I was fully dressed.

      They’d made the first move.

      “I think it’s time you got naked,” Sam whispered, his tone like gravel, so husky and hoarse that it sent shivers down my spine. I knew I wasn’t the only one to feel that, because Jessa shuddered in both our arms. Sam chuckled. “Someone likes the idea of that.”

      Jessa moaned again as I pulled away, and there was hardly any room to move, so I sidestepped and beneath their watchful gaze, threw my clothes to the ground.

      When I was as naked as them, I whispered, “How are we going to do this?”

      “Don’t you know?” Jessa asked, sounding surprised, and dammit, amused.

      Well, I was grateful that she was finding humor in the situation rather than mortification. There was always a bright side, I guessed.

      “Let’s just go with the flow,” Sam insisted, and because that wasn’t exactly helpful, I huffed out a breath.

      When Jessa began to laugh, I grumbled, “God, you’re not going to go hysterical again, are you?”

      She made a snuffling sound that told me she’d clapped a hand to her mouth. “I can’t help it,” she said around a giggle.

      To shut her up, I held her against me again, pressed my mouth to hers, and let us both tumble back to the bed. As much as I wanted Sam to touch me, I wanted Jessa’s touch more, and I took advantage of her being on top of me, knowing that would help Sam as well a little down the line. Just because I didn’t appreciate porn didn’t mean I was totally in the dark, after all.

      “Are you on the pill?” I asked softly.

      “Sam didn’t tell you?”

      Both he and I snorted. “Of course not,” he answered around a huff. “I never talked about stuff like that with him. That would have been a breach of trust.”

      She released a sigh. “Ever the attorney’s son.”

      Because she wasn’t wrong, I chuckled. “Well, that’s true, but be grateful he can keep a secret. It means that everything we do tonight is going to be completely new for me. Are you a squealer? Or are you as quiet as a church mouse, Jessa?” I teased.

      When her hips pressed down against me, I wasn’t sure who had won that round when I felt her slickness against my shaft. “I don’t know, Drew. You’ll have to find out, won’t you? Just as I have to find out if you’re noisy or quiet.”

      “Whatever you are without having to control your responses, you can be as quiet or as loud as you want tonight, Jessa, can’t you?” Sam replied, pressing a hand to her shoulder before letting his fingers trace upward to cup the back of her neck, then drop down so he could grab her hair, bunching it in his fist. As he pulled her head back, I was surprised by his roughness, but kind of turned on too. Especially when she bit her lip, obviously enjoying his dominance over her. “It’s the first time we’ve ever been able to be as loud as we want, isn’t it? Even when we’ve made out in the car, we’ve kept things quiet, haven’t we, babe?”

      She whimpered, “Y-Yes.” The breathy admission had my heart pumping like crazy, and I couldn’t stop myself from rocking my hips up so my dick brushed her slick heat again.

      “Pill?” I prompted, that one word ragged as hell.

      “She’s protected,” Sam assured me, his eyes never leaving Jessa’s. The sight of that intensity nearly had me crumbling. I loved it when Sam was like this. When he took charge, dominated a situation. I wasn’t a submissive guy, was a leader in my own right, but I’d always appreciated it when Sam had turned on his ‘captain of the football team’ mode. It was always a particularly delicious sight.

      The second I knew she was protected, though, I reached between us and began rubbing her clit again. Feeling how wet she was, how excited, only doubled my own pleasure. I knew she’d been a virgin, that was pretty much all Sam had told me, and that was because he’d been terrified of hurting her before they’d actually done the deed.

      He’d asked me if I’d ever slept with a virgin, had asked me for hints and tips so he could make her first time good, but I’d never been with one and hadn’t been much help.

      It added to my pleasure, knowing that tonight, all she’d feel was pleasure. When she began to writhe against me, her tits swaying as she moved, I couldn’t stand it much longer.

      Her wetness had coated my cock, I could feel her juices dripping around my shaft. The liquid heat burned me from the inside out, and I grabbed hold of my dick, sliding it through her folds once more before notching it at her gate. A surprised, “Oh!” escaped her, and as I gently thrust inside her, she pressed a hand to my chest to prop herself upright, pulling out of Sam’s hold so she could stare down at me. With her hair, all those curls and waves now bobbing around her face, I felt as well as realized that this was the first day of the rest of my life.

      If I could spend every night like this, buried deep inside her, watching Sam bury himself deep inside her after, I knew life couldn’t get much better.

      Was I surprised when she began to ride me? Yes, but I was delighted too. When she began to buck her hips, taking her own pleasure, using me to get off, I knew I’d never seen anything so gorgeous in my life. Everything I’d done, every stupid lay I’d had, had been leading me toward this point.

      And the cherry on the cake?

      When Sam, still looming over us, did as he’d done a few seconds ago, grabbed her hair, and tilted her head to the side, and with his hand around his cock, used it to press it to her mouth.

      I hadn’t expected to go from zero to hero. And I wasn’t just talking about what happened today. I meant with sex. I thought we’d have to gentle her into this, walk her down the path from normal stuff into things that probably did belong in a porn movie. An epic one at that. But she was into this. I saw it, felt it. She burned with passion, throbbed with arousal and need.

      There was no force here. No coercion. She was with us one hundred percent. And Christ, I was almost envious of the way she was sucking him. If I hadn’t been buried inside her, I totally would have been. But even though her attention was split, it didn’t stop her from riding me, from touching me, her hands on my chest, burning as she rubbed the muscles there, almost like she was soothing me while arousing herself with the connection.

      A few moments later, Sam exploded in her mouth, his gasping breaths were quickly followed by the clamping down of her muscles around me. It was impossible to hold back, to refrain from blowing my load inside her, not when she was doing a Mexican wave around my cock. That we came within seconds of each other just made this even more magical. Yes, fucking magical.

      Once again, I was reminded that tonight was our first night. We had a lifetime ahead of us, one I fully intended on enjoying to the max.

      It was stupid, but the thought made me pause.

      Max.

      Why did I feel guilty when this was the best night of my life?

      Even as she settled down on top of me, still panting and skin slick, even as we fell onto the mattress and stayed where we lay, cramped and squished on the too-small bed, my mind was adrift for a few moments as I pondered Max and where he belonged in our unit...

      Then, the need for sleep hit me, and I didn’t think of anything else.

      Good or bad. Didn’t even feel the bed jostle when Jessa got up and headed to the bathroom, nor did I see my screen flare brightly, intruding upon the darkness.

      I felt, heard, and saw nothing for the next eight hours as I enjoyed—did I but realize it—the best night’s sleep I’d had in years.
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      When I made it home, my father hadn’t been there. It had been my stepmother, Carrie, who’d texted me, asking me if I remembered the curfew my dad had set when I’d gone to live with him.

      How the fuck could I forget the damn thing? It cramped my style something fierce, especially when I was used to being able to do whatever the fuck I wanted, whenever the fuck I wanted.

      If he’d set the limits because he cared, I wouldn’t have minded. But he didn’t. He was just a control freak who wanted to keep an eye on me, make sure I wasn’t a deviant or like my mother—a drug addict.

      The thought made me want to scoff as I pulled up outside the house in Jessa’s car. Carrie was standing there at the front door, waiting on me like I was a soldier just coming home after a long ass deployment. She was even wringing her damn hands.

      Not for the first time, I wondered if my father was beating her. She was scared of her own damn shadow, for Christ’s sake.

      “Whose car is that?” she asked the second I climbed out, my sneaker-covered feet crunching against the gravel.

      When I heard a, “Is everything okay, ma’am?” I wanted to roll my eyes. The private security guards at the gate all had a crush on her. Hell, even the soldiers who accompanied my dad on occasion couldn’t keep their eyes off her. They all drooled over the general’s wife, but she currently looked too terrified to even notice.

      She gulped. “I’m fine, Timothy. Thank you for asking.”

      I cut Timothy a look, well aware my father wouldn’t appreciate her knowing the guard’s name. Still, it was on him if every other male in the vicinity appreciated his wife when he didn’t. It was also on him that he was never around, had a main residence on the post where he worked, and felt the need for additional security here because of it.

      I didn’t blame the guard for being ‘enamored’ with Carrie. She was beautiful and there was a delicacy about her that would appeal to anyone with even the most basic instinct to protect and defend. She looked like a beautiful lost cause in need of saving, and that was evidently a challenge for the security men who guarded the house.

      Heading over to the front door, I frowned at her when she cupped her elbows like she was cold—when it was over seventy degrees right now. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “I had a call from the principal today, Max. To be honest, I expected you home sooner than this to discuss what happened today.”

      I snorted. “What’s to discuss? I didn’t do anything.” It was probably odd that I sounded strident now when earlier I’d been terrified. Hell, terrified was an understatement. I’d been petrified. So fucking certain that I’d end the day in jail, and all because Derick fucking Petersen had a hard-on for Jessa and was trying to stir shit.

      But now, after what had happened with Drew, and the way Jessa had come to me, wanting to make sure I didn’t do anything stupid?

      I knew I wasn’t alone.

      Even if I didn’t have the backing of anyone in this house, I had Jessa, Sam, and Drew. Their dynamic was proving to be odder than anticipated, but I wasn’t going to be perturbed by that. I devoured the old romantics for a reason, and they’d lived odder lives than most.

      Byron and his sister had been lovers, for God’s sake. A ménage à trois wasn’t exactly going to reinvent the wheel, was it?

      “There was a mention of drugs,” Carrie rasped, as she stepped inside the foyer and waited on me before closing the door behind us both. She pressed her spine to it as she stared at me, waiting on an answer.

      “It had nothing to do with me,” I repeated.

      “The principal...”

      “Fuck what the principal says, Carrie,” I growled, irritated with myself when she jerked in surprise at my sharp tone and the cursing. Sucking in a deep breath, I murmured, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to get angry, but it’s been a long, weird day.” I reached up and scraped my hand over my head. “Look, I found one of the other kids at school messing around with Jessa’s locker. I stopped him, texted her to come and see if anything was missing from her things, and when she opened it up, there were some drugs on top of her stuff.” I shrugged. “That’s it.”

      She frowned at me. “That isn’t what the principal said.”

      “I don’t care what he said. He’s a liar,” I grumbled. “He wanted to blame it on me because it was easier than blaming it on Derick Petersen. Why not blame the kid who has a record, a record that has nothing to do with him really, that reflects a decision he had no say in making if his mother wasn’t—” I broke off, gulping as the memories of the past hit me.

      Carrie’s eyes softened. “If your mother wasn’t what, Max?”

      I gritted my teeth as I stared at her bare feet. She had nice toes, and her nails were always painted, unlike the ones on her hands. It was easier to focus on her goddamn feet than think about my sordid childhood.

      I didn’t want to share this with Carrie, didn’t want to tell her about my mother, but if it got her on my side, made her realize that I wasn’t a bad kid, that the crime I’d committed had been beyond my control, then I knew I’d have to open up to her.

      “She used to beat me, okay? When I was too little to do anything to stop her.” I blew out a breath. “She barely fed me sometimes, especially when I was younger and wanted me to do stuff for her. I had no choice. Not if I didn’t want to be hurt or starved. If she wanted me to help her dealer, then I had to help her dealer. I was relieved when I got caught. I didn’t want anything to do with the games she played. That wasn’t me. None of that was me. I’ve been working hard ever since to get out of the world she dumped me in, and I won’t let a little shit of a brat at a swanky school drag me down.”

      Though she didn’t reply, the way she was looking at me made me feel like she was scanning me. I felt like I was being X-rayed, for fuck’s sake.

      Then, I remembered she’d been a teacher before she’d married my father, and I figured that made sense. It was the look a teacher gave you when they were trying to decide whether to hand out a detention or not.

      When she murmured, “I believe you, Max,” I swallowed. Hard.

      She probably didn’t know how much that meant to me.

      “You do? About the past or today?”

      Her chin dropped. “Both.” She pursed her lips. “This will be between you and me. I won’t tell your father—”

      Fuck, I hadn’t thought about that. Jesus. Being held accountable for my actions to a parent wasn’t something I was used to and wasn’t something I particularly wanted to adapt into accepting easily, either.

      Rubbing the back of my neck, I murmured, “Thanks, Carrie. I appreciate that.” If my father had been made aware of what had gone down today, I knew he would have taken the principal’s side.

      He was that kind of man.

      It was why I had a curfew that was earlier than my half-sister’s. Because I came from trouble, and he expected me to get into even more.

      She nodded. “You’re welcome. Now, you get to bed. It sounds like it’s been a long day. Unless—” She hesitated. “There’s food in the fridge?”

      I knew my eyes lit up. “Thanks.”

      “There’s leftover lasagna.” Her mouth tightened into a taut smile. “I was the only one home to eat it.”

      Guilt set in then.

      “Where’s Dad?”

      She shrugged. “Some work thing. Of course. When isn’t he on post?” she muttered.

      Though I really didn’t want company, would have preferred the silence in solitude, the part of me that Jessa was opening up to the world couldn’t help but ask, “Would you like to sit with me while I eat?” I cleared my throat. “Unless, I mean, you’re doing something already?”

      Her smile was hesitant. “I’d like that.” Without another word, she stormed forward and down the hall.

      The place was set in an old kind of plantation house, but inside, it was very modern. I knew this was from Carrie and not my father, because his office looked like something from the nineties, his house on post—the place where my social worker, Jerry, had dumped me after my mom’s death—was spartan and utilitarian at best, and the rest of this house consisted of clean lines and dark colors.

      The hall, for example, was a deep navy blue with copper accents. It led into a teal green kitchen that had more copper notes in the form of light fixtures and curtains with copper inset into the fabric’s pattern. The cupboards were all shiny, and in the center of the room was an island with copper pans hovering above it. A copper kettle sat on the stove there, more as an ornament than anything else since I’d never seen her use it nor the pans that were on the rack hanging from the ceiling.

      When she went straight to the fridge, I wasn’t about to complain and tell her I could do it for myself. It was kind of nice having someone look after me for a change, and even if I didn’t eat with her often, I always ate whatever she had left in the fridge. She grabbed a big pan of lasagna, then headed over to the oven. Hesitating for a second, she asked, “Oven or microwave?”

      I was starving, so I murmured, “Microwave.”

      Her lips twitched. “It’s been a long time since anyone appreciated my food as much as you, Max. It’s good to cook for someone with an appetite.”

      Considering my father was a big man, her words came as a surprise.

      Unsure of what to say, I ended up saying nothing. She shot me a look. “He says years of eating food on post and the MRE rations make...” Her mouth tightened as she twisted around with a plate in her hand after serving out a huge portion of the pasta dish for me.

      “Makes what?”

      “When he eats my cooking, it gives him indigestion. At least, that’s what he says.”

      I reached up and rubbed my bottom lip. “Could he be right?” Something about the way she’d phrased it made me wonder if she thought he was lying or something.

      “Maybe. Who knows with your dad?” Her smile was tight again when she looked at me over her shoulder. “Wash your hands and take a seat. It won’t be long.”

      I did as she asked, okay with the silence that settled between us. Carrie didn’t talk all that much. At least, she didn’t normally. Today, it seemed like she was definitely deciding to rebel against her usual MO. Or had me sharing my past made her think she could be more open with me?

      Christ, I hoped not.

      She was a nice woman, too good for my father, but I wasn’t here to—

      I blew out a breath.

      What?

      Be nice to an unhappy woman who seemed to give a damn about me? Whose meal portions were staggeringly big, obviously to feed me? Who tried more than my own father did? Who’d believed me about something that many wouldn’t, and who was going to cover my ass with the general?

      What kind of cold bastard did that make me if I couldn’t just be nice? If I couldn’t just be friendly?

      Inwardly cursing Jessa, because this was, without a doubt, her fault, I cleared my throat. “Carrie?”

      She tilted her head to the side. “Yes, Max?”

      “Is everything okay?”

      Her lips flatlined for a second, then she whispered, “Not really, no.” She blinked, and I wondered if she was surprised she’d given me an honest answer.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      If it came out sounding awkward, then that was because it was. I felt awkward and uncomfortable as hell.

      She shook her head. “No. It’s okay, Max. This isn’t your problem.” The microwave pinged and she reached for a dishcloth to retrieve it.

      Within the minute, she had the dish in front of me where I was seated at the breakfast bar, and she moved around the kitchen. We didn’t speak as she started cooking again. Dicing onions, mincing garlic, and frying ground beef as I ate.

      She didn’t have to cook, didn’t have to keep me company, but I got the feeling she was doing it for herself.

      Was she lonely?

      I figured it made sense. She was a lot younger than my father, and she didn’t work anymore. I knew she was busy with all the crap his rank required of her—from what I was learning, a general’s wife couldn’t work, but just because she had a huge to-do list didn’t exactly make her life less lonely, did it?

      She was all alone in this big house most of the time, rattling around in it on her own because my bitch half-sister was here as little as I was, and my dad was either staying on post or gone. In the summer, when I’d moved here, I’d spent more time at this house because I hadn’t known Jessa, Sam, and Drew then, but ever since, I was usually at one of their places. I didn’t feel comfortable bringing them here, if I was being honest.

      This wasn’t my home.

      And it seemed like it wasn’t Carrie’s, either.

      The thought saddened me, and I got to my feet with my dish in hand once I’d finished up. It was scraped clean as I dumped it in the dishwasher, and I moved over to her and murmured, “Thank you for that, Carrie.”

      “You’re more than welcome, Max.”

      “What are you cooking?”

      “Fajitas for tomorrow.”

      My brows rose, and she saw the expression and smirked. “Thought I’d make something I wanted for once, and not your father.”

      “You mean you always cook for him even though he never eats at home?”

      She shrugged. “It wasn’t always this way.”

      Tension filled me. “It isn’t because of me, is it?”

      Carrie laughed a little as she shook her head. “No, Max, it was a long time before you.” She reached over and patted my arm. “You’re a good man, Max. Don’t be like your father and you’ll do great in life.”

      A little surprised by the bitterness in her tone, especially when she’d always seemed mostly frazzled by her life rather than disappointed, I only said, “I don’t know him enough to be like him.”

      “Lucy takes after her father.” Her lips tightened. “That says it all, doesn’t it?”

      I winced because Lucy was definitely a she-devil. Not that I could say that aloud.

      I cleared my throat. “I’m going to get some homework done, Carrie, before I crash. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      She nodded and I drifted out of the kitchen, up the hall, and into my room. The house was empty except for us two, and to be honest, now that I thought about it, it usually was. Lucy had a curfew of her own, and she always skirted it by a few minutes. I wasn’t sure where she hung out, nor did I care, but I was always grateful when I didn’t run into her.

      I considered it a good day if I didn’t have to see her face.

      As I switched on my laptop with the intention of writing some code for a few hours, I thought about what I’d left behind.

      Jessa sleeping with Drew. Sam guarding them both like Cerberus at Hell’s gates…

      Me admitting I had feelings for another man’s girl.

      My jaw clenched when I tossed in Drew’s response to the meds he’d taken, to the fact that Derick had planted drugs in Jessa’s locker.

      Whatever else the upcoming weekend was going to be like, it certainly wasn’t going to be restful. Just the thought had me shutting down my laptop and heading to bed.

      I needed to sleep, needed to get some energy for the upcoming days, because they held an uncertainty I didn’t like and had no alternative but to deal with.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Jessa

      

      

      

      When I woke up between two sweaty bodies, I really shouldn’t have been surprised I was hot as shit. My skin glistened with it, and inside, I felt like I had a boiler blaring to life.

      Still, it felt good.

      Oddly good.

      As I tore my eyes open, I stared into the tiny space around me and saw the spartan quarters that Drew called home.

      It didn’t suit him, and I didn’t like that it didn’t suit him.

      Looking at him, I first saw the gold skin, taut muscles, and long limbs that made up his tall frame. His blacker than black hair—somehow all the darker because of the blue dye within it—was all over the place. A complete and utter mess. His bedhead didn’t come as that much of a surprise, to be honest, because he’d come to school with worse hair than that.

      Drew wasn’t like Sam, which was weird now that I’d seen his bedroom. I’d imagined it would be a mess. Lots of stuff everywhere and really unorganized. But it wasn’t. It was neat and tidy. And empty. Oh, so empty.

      Like his home life?

      It fit, I guessed.

      As I stared into his sweaty face, which gleamed even golder thanks to the morning light that was peeking through the curtains, I tried not to feel pity for him because he didn’t need my pity. Drew was loved, and if that love didn’t come from his family then it didn’t matter, because they didn’t deserve him.

      Drew’s father and his grandmother had surely received some notification from the school that he’d had an episode on the field, yet where were they? I hadn’t been awoken in the middle of the night with an outraged squeak as one of his family members discovered us asleep on his bed.

      I hadn’t even been awoken by a text from his phone.

      As I stared at him, I thought about my to-do list. I’d dealt with checking my glucose levels last night and had dealt with my insulin after I’d headed to the bathroom to wash up some, but I knew I had to get up soon and start the task all over again. But I didn’t want to disturb his sleep or Sam’s. Didn’t want to jostle either of them just yet. I knew he must really need the rest after what had happened yesterday. So, instead of doing what I ought to, I couldn’t stop myself from pressing my forehead to his chest. The gentle sway as he inhaled and exhaled had me closing my eyes as it truly hit home what was happening here.

      Behind me, Sam’s warmth was an anchor, but in front of me, Drew’s presence was a wish come true; something I’d been plotting and striving over for months and months without ever being sure it would come to fruition. Yet here I was, here we were, and I was happy. So fucking happy that I was like a charged atom. I could go off at any minute.

      There was no shame.

      No fear.

      No recriminations.

      I didn’t feel guilty and wasn’t lost to just how ‘wrong’ this was. If anything, this was so damn right that it made it hard not to let out a very childlike, “Squeeeeeee.” Hell, I might just do that anyway when they woke up because boy, that was exactly how I was feeling.

      From my position with my forehead against his chest, I had a great angle of his abs and dick. Biting my bottom lip when I saw he had morning wood, I couldn’t deny that God hadn’t disappointed. Not with Sam or with Drew.

      It would have been a travesty if they hadn’t been packing down below, definite false advertising, but I was pleased to report they were both blessed. Not with a third leg or anything like that because who’d want one of those? They weren’t the only ones who watched porn. If a guy had approached me with a ten-inch dick. I wouldn’t have let him near me with a ten-foot pole.

      Hell no, I wasn’t letting anything that big inside me. Talk about a wrecking ball.

      “I can feel you thinking.”

      Sam’s voice had my lips curving. I didn’t wriggle around because I was comfy, instead, I wriggled my ass into him as he turned further onto his side so I could settle into him better. The feel of his front touching every inch of my back had me sighing with delight.

      His hand wedged between us and when he grabbed my boob, I bit deeper into my bottom lip.

      It wasn’t a move. Wasn’t something he made with an intention of taking things farther. I could tell he just wanted to hold me in a place he couldn’t normally.

      I understood.

      Totally.

      I was fighting the urge to cup Drew’s cock something bad, and only his need to rest kept that wild urge contained.

      I swore to myself that the next time I was in this exact position, I’d do whatever the hell I wanted.

      Whatever I wanted.

      The thought almost made me shiver with delight.

      “What are you thinking about?” Sam queried sleepily, his face pressing into the side of my throat as he mumbled.

      “About how happy I am.” As well as Drew’s junk.

      He tensed for a second. “You are?”

      “Yeah. I am.” I thought he’d tensed because he was nervous I wasn’t, but... “Are you?”

      “Fuck, Jessa, of course I am. I’ve been waiting on this for a lifetime.”

      My lips curved. “Silly. You haven’t known me all your life.”

      “Semantics,” he chided.

      “You’re the lawyer’s son,” I retorted. “You’re the one who knows the devil’s in the details.”

      I didn’t have to look at him to know he was rolling his eyes.

      “Do you two always bicker first thing?” Drew muttered, lifting his arm and covering his eyes with his wrist.

      Shit. We’d woken him up. Making a mental note that he was a light sleeper, and hugging that intimate detail to my chest, I told him brightly, “Nope.”

      “Only when Jessa is being pedantic.”

      Drew snorted. “That’s always.”

      I huffed. “I am not pedantic.”

      “Sure are,” Sam said with a chuckle.

      “Are you two going to gang up on me now?” I retorted with another huff.

      “Maybe in bed, but nowhere else,” Sam purred, and Drew snorted out a laugh.

      “Good one, bro.”

      “I thought so,” Sam congratulated himself.

      Grunting, I complained, “Didn’t think your egos could get any bigger.”

      “Well, you were wrong,” Drew teased, but he lowered his arm and tipped his chin down so I could see his face. His eyes were sparkling, and there was a loose relaxedness to his features that told me he was content and well-rested.

      That settled something inside me.

      Neither of my men had any regrets, and that was exactly what I needed to know.

      He reached down and rubbed a finger over my lip. “I get to see your tits,” he whispered in awe.

      My lips twitched. “You’re spoiling my buzz.”

      “Never,” he retorted, “just changing it a little so it doesn’t die out.”

      Laughing outright now, I pressed a kiss to his pec and murmured, “That’s one way of thinking about it.”

      Sam yawned as his arm squeezed my stomach. “What’s the game plan today? There’s that party at Crest Lake. Are we going?”

      “I want to see Drew’s grandmother.”

      Drew tensed. “Why?”

      “I want to visit with her and make sure she’s all right.”

      “You won’t bring up—”

      “Why would I? Anyway,” I told him softly, “she might already know. The school must have said something to them.”

      To Sam, he mumbled, “Pass me my cell, Sam. It’s on the nightstand.”

      Sam grunted as he reached behind him. “We need a bigger bed,” he groused.

      “Tell me about it,” Drew retorted. “This one hurts my back.”

      I bit my lip at that, because I knew if I offered to buy him a new one it would only be taken the wrong way. Just because I wanted to help didn’t mean he needed me to.

      Sam grunted again, and I heard his hand slapping down on the table before there was a noise that made me think he’d pushed the phone around a little. When there was a clicking sound, I knew he’d unplugged it, then he shoved it at Drew.

      I waited, wondering what he was looking for, then Drew snorted. “‘School says you were sick? What’s wrong?’”

      I frowned. “A text? He didn’t bother to call?”

      “No. He doesn’t,” he rasped, his bitterness evident. “We usually communicate this way.”

      “But you were ill! Are you sure? Check the missed call log.”

      I knew it was unlikely he’d made the call, not when Drew was so sure, but I wanted to be certain. How could Chris do this to Drew? Treat him like he didn’t exist? Ignore the school’s warning that something had happened during the game? It was beyond wrong.

      “No missed call, babe,” Drew told me gruffly, but I heard the disillusionment and disappointment in his voice, and I hurt for him. Hell, I hurt so bad that it made my eyes sting with tears.

      “Not even from your grandma?”

      “We’re not that close,” he excused.

      “You’re close enough to work yourself to the bone to earn money for her!” I retorted with a sputter, leaning back to glower at him before I realized that Drew wasn’t to blame here. He wasn’t the adult. Well, technically he was, I guessed, but not where his family or the law were concerned.

      Drew sighed. “She needs all the help she can get.”

      I wanted to scowl, so instead, I hid it and pushed my forehead into his chest again, mumbling, “We’ll get her the help she needs.”

      But, I determined, if she didn’t speak to Chris about how he was neglecting Drew, hell, if she didn’t stop neglecting him, then she and I would be having a talk. I’d been raised to respect my elders, had been raised to be polite, but respect and politeness went out the window where the people I loved were concerned.

      “Are you going to be okay with her?” he asked warily, evidently hearing something in my voice. “I mean...”

      I knew exactly what he meant, but I didn’t have to like it.

      “I’ll be fine. I won’t cause a scene.”

      Not today anyway.

      But when I knew where she lived? And when the introductions had been made?

      Hell yeah, I’d make a scene.

      I wasn’t sure if he believed me, because he reached between us, pulled back, and touched my chin to tip it up so he could look at my face, then he studied me, tried to see if I was earnest or not.

      Well, I was.

      He wasn’t to know of my intentions.

      He blew out a breath. “If we have to, then we can visit her today.”

      I beamed a grin at him. “Good.”

      That had him rolling his eyes.

      “I need to get an appointment with the doctor’s office too,” he murmured pensively. “Coach wants a clean bill of health from me before I play.”

      “Wonder when they’ll be able to fit you in,” Sam stated around a yawn.

      I sighed. “I guess we won’t know about an appointment until we make the call. Who’s your primary doctor, Drew?”

      He scrubbed a hand over his face. “The details are on the fridge door. I haven’t been to the doctor in fucking ages. I can’t even remember his name.”

      “So, it’s a ‘he’ at least,” I said drily. “That narrows it down some.”

      Sam snorted. “Sassy pants.”

      “I guess we should be grateful he knows who his doctor even is!” I retorted. “Although I’m surprised... I know for a fact you broke your nose last year.”

      He shrugged. “Didn’t go to the doctor.”

      I gaped at him, then unable to credit it, I surged upright. “You didn’t go to the doctor?”

      “Babe, I’m not like you and Sam.”

      I was about to sputter out an indignant retort, then I saw the tension on his face, saw the remnants of bitterness that spoke of something he’d long since come to terms with, and knew what he meant.

      Money.

      It all boiled down to money.

      My irritation, my exasperation, and the surge of energy that had dragged me out of the comfortable cocoon I’d been in as I lay between them splurged out of me with all the finesse of a whoopee cushion. My shoulders sagged and a strange kind of desperation whispered through me.

      Brow puckering, I whispered, “Oh.”

      His smile was tight, but he held out his hand and I linked my fingers in his, letting him pull me down so I was where I’d been a few moments earlier.

      “Drew?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Will you...” I winced, cringing inside since I didn’t want to hurt his pride, but I couldn’t let this go on. Just couldn’t.

      He blew out a breath. “Yes, Jessa. I’ll let you pay.”

      I tensed a little, then it sagged out of me again and I half-slumped into his body. “You will?”

      “Yeah. I will. I’ll be your sugar baby.”

      His teasing gave me hope. “You will, huh? Better that than a sex slave, I guess.”

      He snorted. “I’ll definitely be that. Feel free to tie me up any time you want.”

      Laughing, I squawked, “Someone has definitely been watching too much porn.”

      Our grins were relaxed, at ease, without the taint that was money somehow destroying the mood.

      His head tipped forward, and when he pressed his lips to my nose, I about died inside. In the best possible way.

      Biting my lip, I whispered, “I don’t want you to ever do without.”

      “Life doesn’t work that way.”

      “I love you, Drew. I love you,” I repeated, somehow needing to make this clear. Needing him to know that I did, that these feelings were so strong they overwhelmed me. “If I can’t give you what you need to give you a better life, then what’s the point of me having what I do? It’s only money.”

      “You can say that because you have it,” he said wryly, and I was relieved he wasn’t pissed.

      I was being completely honest, yet still felt like an elitist asshole, and I knew I wasn’t. Knew that wasn’t true because I didn’t think that way. I knew an elitist asshole—he was my grandfather. He had certain rigid beliefs that he refused to swerve away from, and he thought his shit was gold because he was a Rothskind. So, I knew I wasn’t that because I was nothing like him, but that didn’t mean I didn’t have an ‘easy come, easy go’ attitude to money in the sense that I had a lot of it and didn’t have the fears that a family like Drew’s had... And sheesh, that had been before I’d known I had a trust fund of my own.

      “It’s truly only money, Drew,” I whispered. “I only have it because I have a shrewd family who knew how to make even more of it. My trust fund is gaining interest as we speak. I don’t even deserve it—”

      Sam cleared his throat. “I didn’t know you had a trust fund.”

      I blinked, then peering at him over my shoulder as I realized we hadn’t had an opportunity to discuss that phone call with my mom yesterday, said, “Me neither. Not until yesterday. Mom decided to tell me about it.”

      He frowned. “Why?”

      And that was something I didn’t want to discuss. Not now. Not if they thought what we were doing would put my trust fund at risk… Nothing about the beauty of us naked and in bed together could ever be considered ‘obscene,’ so, instead, I mumbled, “Mom’s a loose cannon. You know that.”

      I could feel him thinking, questioning. Reasoning. Goddamn his analytical, future lawyer's mind.

      Knowing I needed to change the subject, I blurted out, “Drew, that trust fund is mine and,” I carried on, voice soft, “what’s mine is yours.”

      He shook his head again. “You can’t say that, Jessa.”

      “I can,” I ground out. “It doesn’t mean anything to me. You do. Your quality of life means everything to me. Knowing that you didn’t go to the doctor last year with a broken nose about kills me, Drew. It fucking wrecks me.” My eyes stung with more tears, and though it made me feel like a pussy, I was where these guys were concerned.

      One huge pussy.

      “Hush,” he mumbled, his golden cheeks burnished rose gold with his embarrassment. “It was a simple break.”

      “But it’s an example of—” I shook my head. “Would you have gone if it was a bad break?”

      I knew I had him when his gaze slid from mine.

      Sam sighed. “Jessa, I think we need to drop this.”

      “No,” I ground out. “I won’t. If Drew needs something, then...” I swallowed. “I can get you a card or something. Something where you don’t have to ask me for it. I know you’ll only use it in an emergency, Drew. Know that you won’t take advantage of it. But I want you to know that whatever you need, you don’t have to fucking kill yourself working all hours at the supermarket just to get it.

      “You’re a brilliant student, Drew. You work hard and you play hard on the field. We’ve barely seen you since school began because you’ve been working and studying all the damn time. But why? Why, when I can help you?” I frowned at him. “I know it’s a pride thing because you’re a guy, but doesn’t what we feel for each other transcend that?”

      Sam murmured, “She has you there, Drew.”

      There was silence as Drew raised his arm and used it to cover his face again. I wasn’t sure if he was accepting what I was saying or just rejecting it. I had a feeling he wanted to say yes, but couldn’t because of that aforementioned goddamn pride of his.

      Blowing out a breath, I wriggled around so I was looking at Sam. Wanting to change the subject, to lighten things, I was about to raise the topic of the party tonight, when Drew rasped, “If I need it, I’ll ask you.”

      “And when will you need it? When you’ve lost an arm?” I countered, knowing I needed to lock him down tight. “Or if you’re gushing blood and decide you can’t afford the co-pay and would prefer to stitch it at home?”

      Drew snickered at that. “I’m not that bad, babe. Dad’s a firefighter, don’t forget. But there’s still a co-pay, you’re right, and there’s still the cost of meds. I just... this past couple of years, every cent has gone to my grandmother. I didn’t want to waste—”

      “Waste? How dare you consider it a waste when it appertains to your health!” I shrieked.

      “Oh fuck, you’ve done it now, Drew. She’s bringing out the big words.”

      For a second, I felt sure that my head was going to explode, then Sam’s words, so calm and so amused, hit me, and before I knew it, I was giggling like a loon, and wagging my finger at them both at the same time.

      They shot each other a look before they grinned and somehow, some-frickin’-how, I knew things would be okay.

      Not perfect.

      Not even great.

      But okay.

      I had Drew’s affirmation that he’d come to me if he needed me, and I had to have faith in that.

      As well as faith in Sam, because I’d skin him alive if I found out he knew something about Drew avoiding the doctor again in an attempt to save money.

      

      
        
        ❖

        Sam

      

      

      

      Breakfast was a calm affair. After the tension in the bedroom upon awakening, I was surprised, to be honest. When Jessa was on her high horse about something, nothing would usually stop her. But today, she seemed to sense that she’d taken things far enough and had decided to move things back a step.

      I was relieved.

      I’d had the discussion with Drew many times before. By the sounds of it, and with news of her trust fund, I didn’t have Jessa’s money or the ability to get my hands on as much dough as she could, but fuck, if I could help the man I loved out, I would, without even having to think.

      I’d do anything for him, as would Jessa, but the stubborn bastard wouldn’t let us.

      That being said, I knew he’d keep to his word. If he needed cash, he’d go to her, but need was relative, wasn’t it?

      What Jessa thought he’d need and what Drew did were two entirely different things.

      But she calmed down once she’d handled her meds—she kept emergency supplies here and at my place too—and, after, had headed downstairs where she’d instantly moved over to the fridge. She grabbed the loaf she’d bought midweek and began slotting it into the toaster.

      I eyed the bread, eyed her, and watched as she set out some butter and jam, some ham and cheese too.

      She had these European ideas about breakfast, things that were definitely un-American in my opinion.

      Drew’s too, if his disgust was anything to go by as he muttered, “Still don’t know how you can have ham and cheese for breakfast like that.”

      She shrugged. “Thank my mom and dad and three years in Berlin.”

      He grunted. “It’s weird.”

      It was, actually. I mean, I wasn’t the biggest fan of shit like biscuits and sausage gravy for breakfast, but that made sense to me. What didn’t was boiled York ham and Edam cheese on bread. No butter. Weird, right?

      “You sure the Germans really eat that stuff?” I countered, watching as she blew on her fingers after withdrawing the scorching hot slices from the toaster.

      “I’m sure.” Her lips twitched. “The Dutch do too. And the French. With croissants, but we don’t have any of those. Fresh baked. Yum. It’s not that weird,” she countered, rolling her eyes when we still didn’t look all that convinced.

      “It is in Hawk Ridge,” Drew muttered. “I still can’t get over it and I’ve known you for two years.”

      “That’s because we don’t always have breakfast together. You’ll get used to it in college.”

      That statement had me gnawing on my bottom lip, and when she took a seat at the small table, I reached over and grabbed her hand. Bridging our fingers together, I murmured, “You want that?”

      She tilted her head to the side and frowned at me. “Of course I do. What about last night made you think I didn’t?”

      I blinked at her and, after licking my lips, murmured, “Fear of loss, I guess. Fear that it was a dream.”

      “Some dream,” Drew retorted, reaching for the butter. “More like a wet one.”

      Jessa’s nose crinkled. “Don’t spoil it. It was beautiful.”

      His mouth curved into a grin. It wasn’t a cheesy one, wasn’t even amused. What it was, was contented. Satisfied. Like a Cheshire cat.

      Jessa saw it, rolled her eyes again, and insisted, “We’re going to college together.”

      “That sounds like a threat.”

      “It is,” she retorted, squinting at Drew. “We’re all going to Berkeley together.” She dipped her chin. “I want more of this.”

      “Me, too.” I squeezed her fingers. “I want everything you have to give, Jessa.”

      I didn’t mean to sound so serious, so somber, but she understood. Just like she always did.

      God, I loved her so fucking much. How she could read me as easily as one of her Byron or Shelley books made me feel like we spoke our own language sometimes.

      “And I want everything you have to give as well.” She held out her hand for Drew to take it, and though he was biting his lip as he did so, he slotted his fingers in hers as she murmured, “Both of you.”

      When a knock sounded at the door, none of us were surprised. Max. It made sense. He’d had to leave late last night because of his curfew, but things weren’t exactly resolved, were they?

      Shit, so much stuff was up in the air after yesterday’s clusterfuck of a day that it was handy he was here.

      I tightened my fingers about hers for a second, before I got to my feet and headed for the front door. Having the house to ourselves made it feel real. Like we were playing at being a throuple, and I liked it. I liked it too fucking much. It felt so easy, so natural, that I knew going home would be a son of a bitch.

      My dad was lenient with me over the weekends. Especially when I had a game. He knew I usually bunked with Drew and wouldn’t complain if I didn’t come home until Sunday, but I’d have to return there.

      Until we graduated.

      Until we could get our own place, until we could be free to live in our own world, to lead our own lives, and head down the path of our own choosing.

      I bit my lip as the exhilarating thought sent shards of adrenaline through me, then I sucked in a breath and reached for the door just as Max knocked again.

      Opening it, his fist hovered in the air for a second as he stared at me. “Oh. You’re awake.”

      My lips twitched. “Yeah. We’re eating. Come on in. Jessa’s made enough toast to feed an army.”

      He blinked. “I’ve already eaten,” he said warily.

      And because I knew what he wanted me to say, I stated, “Always food here for you.”

      “Thanks,” he said gruffly, heading inside, his feet stomping down the corridor as he headed to the kitchen.

      There were greetings from Drew and Jessa, and when I joined them all, Max had made two sandwiches and was leaning against the counter, eating one while holding the other in his hand.

      Retaking my seat, I stared at him and almost shook my head—the guy ate more than me, and I ate as much as an elephant.

      Jessa shot Max an approving look as she watched him eat, then asked, “Do you want eggs?”

      Drew huffed. “How come we don’t get that option?”

      Her lips twitched. “You do, now I’m more awake.”

      “You could always have made them yourself,” I retorted, shooting him a narrow-eyed glance. “She isn’t your slave.”

      Drew rolled his eyes. “If I wanted burned eggs, I’d make them myself. You know I can’t cook for shit.”

      I pointed my knife at him. “Because Jessa enables you.”

      She laughed and lowered my stabby-hand with hers. “Don’t worry about it. I like cooking for you guys.” There was a promise in her eyes, a promise I knew surrounded her desire to be with us like this, playing house, just like I needed.

      Because I felt that desire just as much, I mumbled, “Said like an enabler.”

      Her grin lit up her face as she ignored me to head to the fridge. On the way, she asked, “Max, how many?”

      He cleared his throat. “Four?”

      “Sure.” Then, in a softer tone, with her back to him, she asked, “Sure you don’t want six?”

      He cleared his throat again. “If you don’t mind?”

      “Just as easy to make six as it is four,” she said with a shrug.

      “Okay, then. Six. Thank you.”

      “No worries. Drew?”

      “Six, please, Jessa. I’m starving,” Drew replied.

      “Me too if there are enough eggs,” I called out.

      She hummed. “I bought two dozen the other day.”

      “We need to go to the store then,” I pointed out.

      “As well as do some other things…” With the carton in hand, she turned around and asked Max, “We’re going to visit Drew’s grandmother today, and then we’re going to the party over on Crest Lake. You’re coming with, right?”

      “Of course,” he murmured easily after he swallowed a bite of his sandwich.

      Her smile told him that was the answer she wanted, and once again, I was left wondering what her feelings for him truly were. I’d seen her pick up a lot of strays, but she didn’t cook and feed them a half dozen eggs on a Saturday morning… Nor did she want them to be wherever we were.

      Including a visit to Drew’s grandmother, who was ornery as hell.

      A fact Jessa knew, even if she’d never met the old witch.

      As I munched on a piece of toast I’d slathered with butter and jelly, I thought about what we needed to do, but Jessa, ever prompt, beat me to it. Her cell seemed to appear out of nowhere before she made a call.

      “Hi, I’d like to make an appointment with Dr. Rojales for Andrew Cassidy, please. Sometime this week? It’s urgent.”

      She placed the phone between her shoulder and ear, then began cracking eggs into a bowl as the receptionist evidently put her on hold. As she scrambled them, I shot Drew a look—he was grimacing.

      “There’s nothing earlier than next Tuesday at eight AM?” she demanded, her polite tone turning churlish now. “Fine. We’ll take that one then. Thank you.”

      I knew what she was thinking, knew it exactly, but for as much as Drew would let Jessa handle some of his problems, he wasn’t about to change doctors for her.

      Even if that doctor misunderstood the term ‘urgent.’

      “Is that too late for Coach, do you think?” I asked, questioning that rather than anything else in the potentially incendiary question.

      “Probably, but it’s not like it’s on me, is it?” Drew replied with a shrug. “The appointment is made, and he’ll get his test results.”

      I shot him a look, aware that his tone was strained. “You nervous?”

      “Yeah,” he admitted on a sigh, his shoulders slumping. “I fucked up. Bad. What if it messes with my heart?”

      “How long have you been taking it?”

      “Not long. Six months?”

      “Six months?” Jessa squeaked, spinning around with the fork in her hand to gape at him. As egg dripped onto the tiled floor, she sputtered, “Six months?”

      He winced. “Off and on. Not so much before as recently. Since school started, things have been hard. I needed it.”

      Her jaw tensed. “Well, we have to figure out a way to ease things so you don’t.” She sucked down a breath like she was sucking down patience and hoping it would stick. Then, she saw the mess she’d made with the floor, but Max was there with a paper towel before she could do more than blink.

      “It’s okay, Jessa,” he told her, scooping up the gunk.

      When she nodded, the tension was clear on her face. There was nothing more I’d like than to do something to ease her stress, but how could I? There was nothing I could say that would make any of this better.

      Time, that was what we needed.

      Time.

      We were quiet as Jessa cooked the eggs, and when she went off to shower after she dished up, I had a feeling she was going to cry under the spray. I thought about going to her, about helping her, but I knew her. She felt too much, and crying under the shower would probably ease some of her tension.

      She didn’t cry all that often, but she’d told me once that sometimes, it was the only way she could get a handle on her feelings.

      “She’s mad again,” Drew mumbled as he rubbed his eyes.

      “She’s hurt,” Max corrected gruffly, as he scooped up his eggs. “You eating that?” he asked Drew, who’d left two pieces of toast on his plate.

      The guy had eaten six slices of bread and six eggs. “Do you have worms, Max?”

      He blinked at me. “I’ve been asked many things in my goddamn life, Sam, but if I have fucking worms is a first.”

      I shrugged. “You eat so much.”

      “I train hard.”

      I mean, I’d figured that out. From the size of him, he had to do something. None of his bulk was fat, either. He was like Jason Momoa, to be honest. Very tall and heavily bulked up.

      “Okay.”

      He squinted at me. “Why do you sound like you don’t believe me?”

      “I do,” I said with a laugh. “About the training, just not about the worms.”

      “Technically, he didn’t answer,” Drew pointed out with a snicker, to which Max flipped him the bird. “Are you sure you want to visit my grandmother?” he asked, changing topics. “You’re more than welcome to come, but she’s a bitch.”

      I snorted. “Understatement. But, and it’s a huge but, she bakes. A lot. So there are good eats.”

      “You pretty much just said the ‘Open Sesame’ passcode to him,” Drew chided wryly. “Max never passes up food.”

      “Been hungry too many times in my life,” he admitted with a shrug. “It’s why I have to train so much, because I eat so much.”

      I blinked at that logic. “I want to train with you.”

      “You mean that?” he asked, cocking a brow at me.

      “Yeah. I do.”

      “Don’t see why not.” He looked at Drew. “You game?”

      He grunted. “Coach is always on at me to bulk up while staying fast.” He winced. “Like that’s even fucking possible. So, yeah, I’ll jump in. I’m not like Sam. Coach wants him to be a brick shithouse.”

      As I chuckled, I heard the shower cut off. We all did. Our eyes were raised skyward as Max murmured, “Think she cried?”

      “Yeah. Probably.”

      Drew grunted. “Fuck.”

      “Yeah. Fuck.” I cut him a look. “Don’t ever do anything so fucking stupid again. Do you hear me?”

      “No, I don’t. You didn’t say it as loud as Jessa’s fucking tears.” He inhaled deeply. “What do you think she wants to talk to my grandmother about? Coach already arranged a way to pay for her healthcare. At least, potentially. Something about using the money for my scholarship to pay for her house.”

      I frowned. “Is that even possible?”

      “Why would he suggest it if it wasn’t?”

      “True.” I pursed my lips, uncertain about that reasoning. Far as I knew, that went above and beyond a Coach’s ability. “You know she’s not going to let that go, right?” I pointed out softly instead of focusing on something I wasn’t sure about. “Jessa wants to take care of you. Hell, us. Whether it’s feeding us, caring for us, or just plain watching out for us, she wants to be there. You can’t stop it, Drew. You know what’s she like.”

      “A bullet train with a death wish,” he grumbled.

      I smirked at him. “Aren’t you lucky you’re one of the passengers along for the ride?”

      His lips twisted. “Yeah. I am.”
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      As we pulled up to the little house just on the outskirts of Hawk Ridge, I grimaced.

      My grandmother’s home was a small, one-story bungalow with a gable roof, gleaming white shutters, and neat as a pin stairs that led to a tiny porch where she was sitting on a rocking chair, peering out at the rest of the neighborhood.

      She was, I knew, better than a neighborhood watch program or CCTV cameras. When she wasn’t doing shit for the church, getting involved in other people’s business through the daisy chain of gossip, she could be found here on her rocking chair, with a pitcher of iced tea she never drank but always had perched there just in case anyone came visiting.

      Her raised brows at the sight of me told me she hadn’t thought I’d be coming to visit today.

      No surprise there.

      I loved her, truly, I did, but ever since I’d turned seventeen and had refused to go to church on Sunday anymore, she’d washed her hands of me in a way.

      Her God wasn’t my God, and she couldn’t accept that or me for not falling in line with her wishes.

      She was like that though. Arrogant and strident. She was the kind of person who’d break before they’d ever dream of bending.

      My dad didn’t give enough of a fuck about me to make me go to church. Shit, last night had proved he didn’t even care if I was sick. One text message? One measly fucking message? What was that about?

      I’d not really thought of the consequences of what had happened yesterday on a parental front. I was so used to my father not giving a shit about me that I hadn’t anticipated any comeback until Jessa had remarked upon it this morning. Now that I had further proof he didn’t give two shits about me? I finally had to admit the feeling was mutual.

      I hadn’t seen my father since before school had started. And in that time, I’d had a handful of texts, including the one I’d received last night. No calls, no check-ins. Nothing. Just silence. And yet, he’d been here. I knew it because my grandmother insisted on him coming and doing her lawn. She refused to have one of the local boys do it for twenty bucks. Why, when her son could do it for free?

      Before she’d shunned me and my treacherous ways—hell, I hadn’t come out as gay or atheist, just a non-Methodist—I’d been the one lumped with the task.

      And they said being a sinner came with no perks...

      Sure, I had some errands I had to do, and I always visited on a Sunday when she was at church to handle her to-do list, but that was pretty much it. She was usually displeased if I was here long enough to see her. That was how bad things had gotten between us.

      “Drew? What are you doing here, boy?” she squawked from her seat, her squinty eyes moving from me and over to my friends. As she clambered to her feet, she patted her hair. She wore it in a kind of low bun that made her features all the more pinched. Her brown eyes were narrowed as she gestured at us. “Come and have some iced tea. Drew, go and get some glasses.”

      I hadn’t expected that invitation, especially not from the street. I crossed the grass-covered verge and loped up the five steps to her porch. She made no move to come closer to me, and I made no move to go to her. I hovered long enough to point to each of my friends and name them, then introduced, “This is my grandmother, Jenny Cassidy,” before I headed into the small living room with its overly floral everything, and maneuvered my way into a kitchen that had been new back in the eighties.

      Whether it was old or not, however, everything was spotlessly clean, but then, that was my grandmother. She kept a tidy house. Always had and always would. Didn’t matter if the cancer was crippling her, making her very bones ache, she’d be cleaning everything whether or not it was dirty.

      Knowing I’d get shit if the glasses I retrieved had finger marks on them, I grabbed them with a cloth she had neatly folded and tucked over the oven door, and placed them on a small tray. I added extra ice into the tumblers, then headed through the house that I’d spent most of my life in and that was no longer welcome to me, and back outside.

      Max was there, holding the porch door open for me.

      “Thanks, Max.”

      “No problem.”

      My grandmother was back on her wicker chair, rocking to her own beat, and Jessa and Sam were sitting on the low wall, leaning against the railings. Ignoring them, I placed the tray on the large cane table that contained the jug, and began pouring out iced tea for all of us.

      “Are you hungry?” Grandmother asked Jessa stiffly, and it didn’t take much to figure out where her eyes were—on the hickeys Jessa had tried and failed to cover up this morning. Hickeys that I was pretty fucking proud of in all honesty.

      “I am,” Max chimed in, making me snort.

      Grandmother shot me a look, but murmured, “Drew, there are some cookies in the kitchen. Bring them out, would you?”

      “Of course.”

      Quite used to being a slave to my grandmother—I remembered one occasion when she’d had me in and out so many times when some friends had visited, I’d felt like a server, except I’d earned no tip—I traipsed back in and, knowing where she kept her baked goods, found the cookie jar that always creeped me out. She’d had it since before I was a kid. The squirrel had the cheesiest and creepiest grin I’d seen in my life—worse than Pennywise—and I was tempted, more than ever truth be told, to knock the damn thing off the Formica counter.

      Deciding not to be a bastard, I grabbed a cookie for each of us, and three for Max—Sam was right, dude had worms or something—then retreated to the patio.

      “What are you doing here, Drew?” Grandmother asked, when I leaned on the patio next to Jessa. Her eyes were still on those damn hickeys.

      “Jessa wanted to meet you.”

      My grandmother frowned. “Why did she want to do that?”

      “Because I wanted to talk to you about your treatment, ma’am,” Jessa stated calmly, and I had to withhold a sigh.

      Our little missionary.

      Saving the world, one infirm grandparent at a time.

      “What treatment?” Grandmother queried, her brow puckered, but I saw a fire in her eyes when she cast a glance my way. Jenny Cassidy, for all that she was queen of gossip around this area and her church, was intensely private with her own life. I actually believed that one of the reasons she ran such trash talk was to focus on someone other than herself.

      Weird, but that was my grandmother.

      She didn’t like that I’d shared the news of her sickness with my friends, and the vow she’d made me swear to keep things quiet when she’d been diagnosed was the reason why I’d kept things from them in the first place.

      I’d resented that vow then, and I resented it now.

      “Your cancer treatment, Grandmother,” I rasped, folding my arms across my chest.

      “I found out about it by accident, ma’am,” Jessa said earnestly, but no amount of earnestness was going to make her forgive me for sharing news that, in her mind, wasn’t mine to share. “Drew’s been working hard at the store—”

      “Nothing more than he should be doing,” was my grandmother’s instant retort. “I worked hard during high school too.”

      “Were you in AP classes too?” she inquired softly, quietly, firmly. “Did you play on the football team?”

      I hid a smile as I ducked my chin, because that, I recognized, was Jessa’s ‘debate’ tone.

      “No, but—”

      “Well, then your high school experience was entirely different than your grandson’s,” she continued briskly. “Drew can’t maintain the hours he’s working, especially not for the pittance he’s earning.” My pride balked at that particular word. Even if she was right. “He can’t be earning enough to help you out, but I’d like to.”

      Grandmother scowled at me. “What are you doing sharing private family business with strangers?”

      “She’s not a stranger, Grandmother,” I retorted gruffly. I wanted to tell her she was my girlfriend, but I couldn’t, could I? “She’s one of my best friends, and she’s a Rothskind.”

      Tensing, Grandmother grumbled, “I think it’s time you left.”

      Jessa shook her head. “I don’t think so. Not until you agree to let me help you. I love your grandson, ma’am. He’s my best friend, but he’s so much more. He’s a good man, a hardworking man, and his hours at the grocery store are taking more from him than he has to give.

      “He studies hard, keeps his grades up, and plays as QB on the football team and wrestles too! He does too much, and I want to make sure the rest of the year is better for him. He collapsed on the field last night, ma’am. From exhaustion.”

      Her lie had me giving her a sharp look, but she was ignoring me, her focus on my grandmother.

      “I fully understand that to you, I’m a stranger, but I’m no stranger to your family. A few calls, and I can see to it that you don’t have to worry about your next treatment—I don’t even know what’s wrong with you. Drew wouldn’t tell us. He just explained that he was working at the grocery store to help you out with money.”

      “He had no business talking about me at all,” she snapped.

      Jessa tilted her head to the side. “Why? You’re his grandmother. We’re his friends. And he’s concerned. Enough to be working all the hours he should be using for schoolwork and resting to get a good sleep. If you involve him to the extent that you take his money, then you should—”

      “How dare you!” Grandmother ground out, her face turning white with anger. “How dare you come here with your fancy talk and your snooty—”

      “Snooty? Fancy? I hardly think so,” Jessa interrupted, and if I hadn’t known it before, I knew it then.

      Jessa didn’t like my grandmother.

      It didn’t matter that she didn’t know her, she didn’t like her, and I knew why.

      I understood it, even if the reason behind it warmed my heart.

      Jessa was protective of us all, and I knew, for the same reason, she disliked my father.

      What hurt me, hurt her.

      And my family hurt me all the time with their lack of interest in my life.

      Should have figured that she’d been trying to placate me earlier on… this was definitely a scene she was making, but I didn’t have it in me to care.

      “I’m here because I care for your grandson. I care about his wellbeing, and even if you and your son don’t give a damn about him, I do,” she snarled fiercely, jerking forward, her body bristling with tension and outrage. “I care that he hasn’t seen his father in weeks, I care that he’s working himself ragged just to help you out when, as far as I can tell, you don’t give a damn about him anyway and all for some stupid reason. Family is family, but it seems to me that’s a message you haven’t learned at your church.

      “Now, ma’am, while you sit on your rocking chair, ignoring your grandson, failing him with every breath you take when you don’t call out your son’s terrible parenting skills, you have a nice day.” She shot her a fake smile, jumped off the low railing, and stalked off. Before she made it to the bottom step, she twisted around and, as my grandmother gaped at her, murmured, “Oh, and thank you for the tea and cookies. They were delicious.”

      With that, she headed over to Sam’s car.

      “Ma’am,” Max and Sam muttered, as they followed in her footsteps, but for me, I hovered there.

      “You don’t look well, Grandmother,” I stated once they were on the sidewalk. I heard the alarm click and the doors open and close as they climbed into the vehicle.

      “That’s because I’m dying, Andrew,” she snapped, her eyes fierce as she stared at me. Her skin was paperwhite, thin too. She looked frail, especially now that she was angry. Normally, she was like a twister in a temper. I knew my father was always cautious around her when she was in a mood, because she had a wicked aim with a dishcloth.

      And when she clipped you on the ear?

      It was bad enough to trigger a headache.

      “Then let us help.”

      “Us?” She squinted at me. “That rude chit ain’t family.”

      “She is to me,” I replied staunchly, and seeing she wanted to argue, I ground out, “She wants to help, and her money opens doors to new treatments. Treatments we couldn’t afford before, and she’ll probably help us with the house payments too.” This place had been remortgaged a while back to pay for some of her care. “She wants to help me. Not you. Whether you want it or not, she’ll find a way to make sure you get the treatment you need, so I wouldn’t fight it… What would be the point? You’re already fighting the reaper, Grandmama,” I told her softly, sadly. And even though I hadn’t done this in a long time, I dipped down. She tilted her head up in disapproval, but she didn’t rebuff me when I pressed a kiss to her cheek. “I miss you.”

      “The congregation misses you,” she countered with a sniff.

      “It can deal. I can’t. Won’t have you for long enough. Not if this cancer has its way. Time’s too short—” When she made no demur, didn’t back down even then, I sighed. “You know where I am, and don’t fight whatever Jessa sorts out. The only thing that will happen is you’ll die sooner.”

      I wanted to tell her that I loved her, but we didn’t have that kind of relationship. Even before things had deteriorated to the extent they had now, we hadn’t talked like that. It was why Jessa’s free talk of love was a revelation to me. I loved that she told me how she felt about me. It made me feel…

      I sighed.

      Worthwhile.

      Like I mattered to someone, even if my family found me infinitely forgettable.

      Without a second glance, I retreated, heading down the steps and over to the car where the people who really gave a damn about me were waiting on me.

      Swallowing at the thought, I scowled up at the sun then dove for the shades I’d left on the backseat. Grandmother couldn’t abide sunglasses, and I hadn’t wanted to piss her off from the get-go. Sliding them on as I slipped into the car, there was barely any time at all between that and the engine revving as we took off, Sam cruising out of the small subdivision where Jenny Cassidy had lived all her adult life.

      I’d never known my grandfather. He’d died before I was born, and she hadn’t told me all that many stories about him. I figured she was happier as a widow than she’d been as a wife, and considering how domineering she was, that made sense. But I thought about him then, and wondered if he’d have been able to make the old bat see sense.

      “Sorry, Drew.”

      The soft whisper caught my attention. I stopped staring at lawns, neat hedges, and the ramshackle homes that made up the area where my grandmother lived, and turned to look at Jessa. Her eyes were huge in her face, and her bottom lip was quivering.

      “Don’t be,” I told her. Then, I sighed. “I’m sorry for whatever she said that pissed you off enough to lecture her that way.”

      Max tensed beside me, and I knew I had it right. While I’d been gone, my grandmother had mouthed off.

      “What did she say?” I queried.

      “The usual bullshit,” Sam dismissed.

      He didn’t know her, but he knew more about her than Jessa did, and I recognized, just as I had with her, his dislike for my grandmother was strong.

      I rubbed a finger down my nose and murmured, “She’ll fight whatever help you give her, Jessa.”

      “I’m sure she will. We Rothskinds have our ways,” she retorted, and her glee was real. I heard her determination, and even though it was ass backwards, I knew she’d get a kick out of giving my grandmother money simply because she didn’t want it.

      My throat felt thick as I whispered, “Thank you for helping her.”

      “She doesn’t deserve you,” was her reply, “but if you want to help her, then I want to help her too.”

      “I know she’s crotchety,” I admitted, “but I just don’t want to lose her. Even if she isn’t talking to me at the minute—”

      “She won’t talk to you until you’re back at church, Drew,” Sam pointed out dryly. “Do as she wants and she’ll talk to you again.”

      “That isn’t going to happen. I can deal with a world where she’s ignoring me. I just can’t deal with a world she isn’t in.”

      And that was that.
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      The atmosphere in the car was glum as we headed to the superstore just outside of Hawk Ridge’s border. God forbid anything so crass as a Walmart was allowed within its lines… that was what happened when you shoved a bunch of rich people into a small zip code. They overtook it and made it theirs.

      Didn’t matter there were neighborhoods like Drew’s and his grandmother’s. Didn’t matter that people in the smallest tax bracket lived there too. Nope, the rich were the only ones who mattered, and if they wanted everyone to have to travel forty minutes to reach the nearest cheap food store, well, that was that.

      I could have supported the store where Drew worked, and I did sometimes. They were an organic, free-range place that sold the best eggs, but their cereal was more like rabbit food, and they didn’t sell anything with sugar in it.

      It was all agave nectar this and monk fruit that.

      I mean, I was diabetic. I couldn’t eat sugar, so it should have been my haven, but I got a kick out of the candy aisles. It was like a weird kind of punishment. One that harmed no one other than myself as it was a reminder of how weird I was, of how my blood sugar was the one thing I couldn’t debate with and win, that no amount of money could cure.

      Illness, the great leveler.

      “You okay?” Sam asked, as we climbed out of the car once he’d parked.

      I nodded. “I’m fine.” And I was. I’d been rude to Drew’s grandmother, probably ruder than I’d been to anyone in my entire life.

      I knew that sounded crazy, but it was true. My family had raised me to be a certain way, and we were more fortunate than most. There was never a reason to be rude, not when you could inveigle what you wanted with a smile. Manipulative, maybe. Canny? That was how I preferred to think of it.

      Still, Jenny had deserved it. Utterly.

      I’d watched her treat Drew like he was a stranger, like he wasn’t even her grandson as she commanded him around like a slave master to a slave. He’d done it too, without question, and that told me more than anything he was used to being treated that way. Used to her just ordering him around and making him do shit for her.

      Maybe that was normal for them.

      Maybe that was normal for a lot of people.

      But the lack of interaction between them? That had stung, and had only confirmed what Sam had told me before we left Drew’s home this morning—it had been months since Drew had managed to catch a glimpse of his grandmother, and even then, it was by accident. That was what had pissed me off the most.

      Then, when she’d discounted all Drew’s hard work, that was when I’d started to get mad. And when she’d stated that it was his duty to help her? I’d just seen red.

      Where was Chris’s duty to his son?

      Where was Jenny’s duty to her grandson?

      And the tone in which she’d spoken to him?

      No.

      Hell, no.

      So, yeah, I’d lost my temper, but I’d still help the bitch because she was related to Drew, and by proxy, that mattered to me.

      “You still look tense,” Sam murmured in my ear as he slipped his hand around my waist and hauled me into his side. I didn’t snuggle there like I would normally—he was right. I was tense.

      I grunted. “I’m just mad.”

      “Why?”

      “Mad for him,” I clarified softly. With the background of over five hundred cars pulling in and out of spaces, and the chaos of the front doors opening and letting the crowds in and out of the store, I knew this wasn’t really the place to have this conversation.

      He peered into the crowd, and I noticed he was looking for Drew and Max who’d gone ahead, their shorts-covered asses looking deliciously tight as they strode away. I wasn’t sure what I’d done to deserve such hunks in my vicinity at all times, but shit, I wasn’t about to complain about my good luck where the view was concerned.

      When he dragged me over to a little nook in the path, I let him, but I kept my face downturned and I was unsurprised when he didn’t let me pull that move, and nudged me under the chin to force me into looking up at him.

      “What is it?”

      I bit my bottom lip, feeling my eyes burn with tears as I whispered, “I’m sad for him.”

      He sighed, then leaned over and pressed his lips to my forehead. “I know.”

      I know?

      Shit, things were bad if Sam knew, because that meant he agreed with me.

      “He’s always had it rough with his family,” Sam admitted. “I’ve never liked it, but what can I do except be there for him?”

      He was right. 

      “Was I wrong to talk to her that way?”

      He pulled a face. “Not wrong, but not right, either.” He shrugged. “Look, she’s a bitch. She always treats him like he’s a servant and he just lets her. But that’s their dynamic, babe. You can’t change that.”

      “I wouldn’t have minded if she’d have relented on something. If she’d talked to him with kindness. But she didn’t. She just ignored him except when it came time to boss him around.”

      “She was trying to be polite with guests,” he reasoned. “Wanting to serve us drinks and food. You know what the South is like.”

      “I thought the South was about compassion and kindness to family. Family reigns supreme, and all that. But she wasn’t like that.” When he didn’t reply, I urged, “Was she?”

      His eyes shifted away from mine. “No. She wasn’t. But her priorities are different to ours. To her, the South is about church and being neighborly and hospitable. You know that’s how it is for some people.”

      My lips curved. “Sometimes I do. Sometimes I don’t.”

      “That’s the New Englander in you coming out to party.”

      Nose crinkling, I grumbled, “You guys are too hospitable for my liking.”

      He grinned. “Well, we won’t be here for much longer. I don’t think things are like that in Cali.”

      I bit my bottom lip at the thought.

      “What is it?”

      “Just going to miss my family, is all.”

      And I was. My extended family were pains in the butt, but my mom and dad? Even my douche of a brother... they weren’t people I particularly wanted to leave behind, and that was what college felt like. I’d be leaving them behind as I took a huge step forward.

      Was it strange that the huge step forward was just the move to the West Coast?

      It wasn’t a huge step to imagine a life with the three of us living together. It was just the prospect of yet another move, one of several that we’d endured as a family over the past ten years, when the next one would be on my own.

      That was something I’d need a long time to get used to.

      He blew out a breath. “I figure we all will.”

      I nodded and shot him a smile that, if it came across as ‘brave,’ well, that’s because it was.

      I was trying to be brave when I was feeling anything but.

      With a sigh, I pressed my forehead to his chest and murmured, “I liked waking up that way this morning.”

      Laughter rumbled in his chest. “You did, huh?”

      I hummed. “Best wakeup call ever. Going to miss falling asleep that way tomorrow night too.”

      He tensed. “You think your mom will let you stay over again?”

      “Don’t see why not.” I winced, thought about our call from yesterday afternoon. “She might still be thinking I’m staying at yours, after all.” She hadn’t blown up my phone, at any rate. So she wasn’t mad at me. That was something.

      A snort escaped him. “Wise not to tell her, even if it’s unlike you.”

      “I’m willing to stretch the rules to have what we had last night again and again.”

      He cleared his throat. “Fuck. Now I have a boner.”

      My mouth curved and I pulled back so I could look into his face. Licking my lips, I murmured, “Will you and Drew...” I blinked at him, amused at the redness on his cheeks. “I want to watch you two together.”

      His brow furrowed. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.” I reached up and rubbed my fingers over his forehead. “What is it? Why are you frowning?”

      “I just...” He blew out a breath. “Trust us to be having this conversation in the Walmart parking lot.”

      I shrugged. “You dragged me here. We could have talked about it later.”

      “We have other things to talk about then,” he discounted, and like his words were a catalyst, his phone buzzed.

      When he reached for it, I grabbed his wrist and insisted, “Will you touch each other…soon?”

      A sigh escaped him. “Are you sure you’re ready for that?”

      My lips curved. “I think I was born ready to see such a beautiful thing as the two of you together.”

      Eyes narrowing, he grated out, “You’re probably always going to get me hot, Jessa—”

      “No ‘probably’ about it,” I interrupted. “It’s my duty to always make you lose your mind.” At his laugh, I winked. “So, what do you say?”

      “If you’re sure?”

      Ignoring his hesitation, I murmured, “I’m beyond sure.”

      His chin dropped in a weak parody of a nod. “Okay then.”

      I let go of his wrist so he could grab his cell. I wasn’t interested in the text, but I watched his face, loving every line, every inch of him, because it belonged to me.

      My body tightened up, every part of me set alight with need for him. A need that wasn’t going anywhere. I knew that like I knew my face in the mirror.

      His face had been tense from embarrassment and, I figured, lust. A complex cocktail I’d inadvertently crafted. But now? As he read the text? The tension changed, morphed, his face turning bright red as he stared at his phone.

      “What is it?” I demanded, concerned now at the complete change in his expression.

      He gritted his teeth. “Derick Petersen says he wants to meet.”

      My eyes widened. “Why the hell would we want to meet him?”

      “He says Sarah Dunham blackmailed him into planting those drugs in your locker, babe.” He reached up and rubbed the back of his neck.

      “He could be lying.”

      “Maybe.” His nostrils flared. “Maybe not.”

      “You want to meet up with him,” I concluded, hazarding a guess.

      “Yeah. I do.”

      “Why? It’s probably bullshit. You know he’s a liar.”

      “He wasn’t always like that,” Sam rasped.

      I frowned at him. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t want you to think badly of me,” he mumbled, dipping his chin so it was tucked into his chest.

      “I won’t.” I reached up and pressed my hand to his shoulder, confused by his meaning. “What is it?”

      “When Drew rejected me, I went through a bad patch. Got into stupid situations, like screwing around with Sarah Dunham.” He blew out a breath, and as the stress of the moment hit him, I could feel him pretty much vibrating with whatever he was trying to deal with.

      “I’ll bet. Nobody wants to be rejected, but for a reason like Drew’s?” I shook my head. “That had to hurt.”

      “It fucking killed me,” he rasped. “I did some stupid stuff. Went into the city, went to some places.” He cringed. “I didn’t do anything, but...”

      “But, what?” I asked cautiously, unsure as to what he was talking about.

      “I saw Derick there too.”

      “Saw Derick where?” I was trying to be patient, but seriously, what the hell was he talking about?

      “In a gay bar. The second I saw him, I got the fuck out of there. I knew he didn’t see me because if he had, I’d never have heard the end of it. Or,” he amended, “he’d have come to me and discussed it with me... You know what he’s like. But, when I saw him there, it resonated.”

      “Why?” I queried softly, hearing the pain in his voice that came from his memories of that time.

      “Because he’d always been kind of a jackass. I’d never really liked him, but I remembered he’d changed around that time. Before, he got detention one or two times every couple of weeks, but then he was getting it every couple of days.”

      “You think he was acting out because he was having to hide his true self?” I guessed.

      He shrugged. “Made sense at the time considering I was doing the exact same thing.” A sharp, gusty breath escaped him. “My parents love you because you’re wonderful, babe, don’t get me wrong. But it was only when you came into my life that I seemed to get back on track. Before then, I was a nightmare too.”

      “I’m sorry you had to go through all that,” I told him earnestly.

      Sam reached up and rubbed the line of my jaw with his thumb. “I know you are, but you don’t have to be. You’ve brought us all together, and that’s something I will always be grateful to you for.”

      “You don’t need to be grateful. I don’t want that from you.”

      His lips twitched at my irritable tone. “No? What do you want?”

      “Your dick.”

      “My dick, huh?” He snorted.

      “And Drew’s.” I shrugged. “I’m greedy.”

      His eyes darkened. “I’m glad you are,” he said, his voice close to a growl as he bent his head forward so he could press his forehead to mine. “We need to speak with him, Jessa.”

      “He’s a liar. He’ll say whatever he thinks we want to hear. He’s just trying to start shit again,” I reasoned.

      But Sam shook his head, his forehead rocking against mine with the move before he pulled back and murmured, “Read it.”

      And when I did, I saw exactly what he meant and understood his logic.
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      Meeting the little punk who thought he was a big dick because he was the ‘bad boy’ of HawkRidge High didn’t sit well with me. I knew what a big dick was, and Derick Petersen wasn’t it. I’d been around gangbangers and dealers all my life. I knew who to be afraid of, knew who to avoid... Petersen wasn’t it.

      But I understood the others’ reasoning. Whether or not he was an untrustworthy source, we had to take into account the fact he said Sarah was blackmailing him. I didn’t have to know the bitch for years to know that was something she was capable of, and that the others were on the same page said a lot for Sarah’s character.

      Still, we made the little punk wait. Jessa bounced around the store like she was on a sugar high—an impossibility, but the right analogy nonetheless—grabbing things she said we needed, loading up three carts full of food for the four of us, and pulling a Kansas City Hustle by paying before any of us could argue or get our cards to the cashier.

      Her smug smile at winning the race to pay made us all laugh, but we stopped when we were faced with trying to get all the food into the small trunk of Sam’s car. We managed to get half of the bags in there. The rest went on Drew’s and my knees, the footwell by our feet, and Jessa’s too.

      It was a relief, in fact, to get back to Drew’s, and when we did, Derick was sitting on the curb with a lighter in his hand as he flicked it on and off, his focus on the flame.

      “Turning to arson next?” Drew called out, his voice loaded with scorn. His dislike for the other kid was evident, and I couldn’t blame him. I was furious with the fucker too.

      Jessa could have gotten in serious trouble for possession the other day.

      While I wanted to know what the hell Sarah’s game was, more than anything, I just wanted this conversation over with. I had a bad feeling about all this. It felt like...

      I sighed.

      When I started thinking about ‘harbingers of doom’ and ‘omens,’ it was time to cut back on my reading. I loved gothic literature as much as Jessa did, so it would pain me to read less, but still, harbingers weren’t a thing.

      No matter that this felt exactly like one.

      “Fuck off, Drew,” Derick retorted, his tone listless and with none of the bite I’d come to expect from him.

      I didn’t know the brat well, but he was in some of Jessa’s and my classes, so I saw his interactions with the teachers—he was rude, inconsiderate, and ungrateful for the opportunities his education was giving him.

      “Come on. We need to get the ice cream into the freezer,” Jessa pointed out, ignoring Derick as she sailed toward the door, loaded down with bags.

      That she had a key was a given, I guessed, but when the door pulled open before she had to juggle with the bags to open it, we all froze.

      Who the fuck was in Drew’s house?

      Jessa tensed, but murmured, “Hi, Chris.”

      Drew’s father?

      I blinked at the sight of him, only just registering that I’d met all of Jessa and Sam’s folks but never Chris. Saying that, they hadn’t met mine, either. Was that something I should correct? Probably, but it wasn’t like Carrie and my father actually meant anything to me.

      And of course, that instantly made me feel like a real bastard. Not about my dad, but for Carrie’s sake.

      “Jessa,” Chris greeted, breaking into my recriminating thoughts. “What do you have there?”

      “Groceries,” she chirped brightly.

      “Groceries?” Chris questioned, his brow furrowing as he took in all the bags we were carrying. “Who are you feeding? The five thousand?”

      Drew cleared his throat. “No. Just Max. He eats like a horse.”

      I grunted. “The compliments about my stomach just keep on coming today, don’t they?”

      When Drew laughed, I shot him a grin, then he murmured, “Haven’t seen you in a while, Dad,” and any levity disappeared in an instant.

      “I’m on my way out. I stopped by to see you. Make sure you’re okay. What went on last night?”

      Jessa cleared her throat. “He collapsed. Exhaustion.” So she was still sticking with the lie she’d sold his grandmother? Hmm.

      It wasn’t a bad one, honestly. I was just used to her being forthright. I didn’t like hearing her lie. Even if it was to save Drew’s ass.

      “Aren’t you getting enough sleep?” Chris queried as he stuck his hands in his pockets, and it pissed me off something fierce that he didn’t offer to grab the evidently overloaded bags from Jessa’s hands.

      Drew snorted. “If I say I’m not, will you come and tuck me into bed every night?”

      Chris grunted. “No need to talk back, Drew.”

      “Every need, Dad,” Drew retorted, his tone sarcastic. “Look, we need to get the food into the refrigerator, and you need to go to work and be with Sherry and never see me. That’s cool. I get it.” When he strode toward the door, he half shoved his father out of the way to get inside.

      Chris, evidently speechless by Drew’s reception, just hovered there. He was like an older version of Drew, just without the blue streaks in his hair and a few more lines crinkling the skin at the side of his eyes and mouth.

      “What’s going on, Sam?” Chris asked, and I had to question the man’s intelligence, because if he couldn’t figure out that he was neglecting his son, then there was truly no hope for him.

      “Nothing, Chris,” Sam replied with a tight smile. “He’s okay. Just needs to take it easy.”

      Jessa, dumping her bags on the paving stones beneath her, reached out and grabbed hold of Chris’s arm. Sam’s sudden tension told me he thought she was going to chew into him like she had Drew’s grandmother, but it seemed she’d decided to take a different tactic with Drew’s dad, because her voice was soft, cajoling as she murmured, “Chris, Drew is going to be cutting back at the store. If I can get him to quit, then he will. He has too much going on to be working the way he is.”

      Chris tensed. “He can’t do that—”

      “Yes, he can. We know about your mother, and I’m truly sorry to hear about her illness. I’ve already spoken with her and will be making arrangements to handle the cost of her treatment.”

      His brow puckered before he released a short laugh. “Jessa, you’re a kid. You still go to school, for God’s sake.”

      “I’m eighteen, Chris,” she corrected, and for the first time, her voice stiffened. “I’m old enough to access my trust fund and do whatever I want with it. At this given moment, I don’t want Drew to work himself to death when I can help out.”

      “Why would you do that?” Chris retorted, shaking his head in dismissal.

      “Because Drew is my best friend, and what affects him, affects me. It seems to me he fends for everyone else, just not himself.” Her smile was tight. “As I said, arrangements are underway.”

      They were?

      I cocked a brow, wondering at that untruth, and my opinion changed. No, I didn’t like to hear her lie, but I was almost amused at the number of white lies she was spewing today. Had I really thought, as Drew had once declared her, that she was Pollyanna?

      Well, she wasn’t.

      We were both wrong on that score.

      She was a thousand times better than Pollyanna.

      She’d fight for those she loved, for those she considered family. She’d do whatever she could to help those who mattered to her, and fuck, if I didn’t respect her even more for that.

      She was a lioness, queen of her pride, and I’d never been more turned on than I was at that moment.

      Chris gritted out, “I’ll speak to your parents—”

      She snorted. “Do. It’s my money, Chris. They can’t tell me how to spend it, and I’m certain they’d prefer for me to help your family than to waste it on a Gucci bag.” Her lips twisted. “They’re all the rage at school at the moment.”

      An alarm went off, making Chris jerk in surprise, and he patted his pocket, grabbed his cell, and stared down at the screen. “I need to go. Tell Drew—”

      “What?” Jessa queried, head tilted to the side as Chris hesitated.

      “Tell him I’ll call him later. We need to speak.”

      “Well, you’ll see him after your shift, won’t you?” she retorted, the bite to her tone evident.

      “I’ll be at Sherry’s. Tell him to wait on my call, yeah? Not to ignore it like he did my text last night.”

      She shrugged. “Sure.”

      He headed to the garage and it figured he was parked there, otherwise Drew would have known that his father was here.

      Within a minute, we were alone, his car a distant memory as he blasted his engine to speed out of the neighborhood.

      I mused, “Never seen his dad before.”

      “He doesn’t go to the school often,” Sam stated grimly.

      “Often is an understatement,” Jessa said dryly. “I think I can count on one hand how many times I’ve even met him, and I spend a lot of time at his house.” She cut Derick a look. “If anything that was just said gets spread around school, I’ll sue you.”

      Derick sniffed. “For what?”

      “I don’t know. But I’ll find something to pin on you.” 

      She bent down and grabbed the bags, and as Derick went to move past me, I murmured, “Hey.”

      “What?” he demanded, then jerked back and almost dropped the paper bags I shoved at him. He caught them, though, and mumbled, “I’m not your fucking donkey.”

      “No? You’re the only ass around here as far as I can see,” I retorted, smirking when Sam laughed as he headed toward the house.

      Derick grunted, but he shuffled his feet forward and headed into the house with me at his back.

      Whatever I’d expected when I’d thought about returning to Drew’s house this afternoon, it hadn’t been news that Derick was being blackmailed by Sarah Dunham, nor had it been a small confrontation between Jessa and Drew’s father.

      Still, seeing Jessa act that way made me realize just what kind of woman she was turning into. Chris had been dead wrong when he’d called Jessa a kid. I wasn’t just saying that either. I didn’t believe it, because while we were both teenagers, and all adolescents wanted to believe they were mature, Jessa really was.

      I didn’t know why.

      She hadn’t been raised in the school of hard knocks, but something about her, whether it was almost dying, an insane amount of wealth, and a background that only one percent of fucking America could ever comprehend, that somehow made her a woman to be reckoned with.

      A woman who wouldn’t sit back and let shit hit the fan.

      A woman who I wanted something fierce. Even more so than I had yesterday.

      After I shut the door behind me, I headed into the kitchen too. It was full, with four pretty big guys and Jessa, but she and Drew seemed to know what they were doing and Sam beckoned at me to sit down at the table, so I did. The pair of them quickly worked to put the groceries away, and all the while, like a junkie in search of his next fix, Derick hovered near the back door, his hands jiggling and his body seeming to throb with tension.

      I eyed him, then shot Sam a look. There was a grimness to the set of his mouth that I didn’t understand, and when Derick burst out, “For fuck’s sake, this is important. More important than goddamn groceries,” Sam didn’t seem surprised that Derick had reached the end of his patience.

      Jessa snorted. “So says you. I don’t believe you, Derick. You’re a troublemaker. Always have been, and always will be. You can say what you will—”

      “No. Look. You have to listen to me—”

      “She doesn’t have to do shit,” Drew snapped. “You admitted on a text that you planted the drugs. We can take that to the principal on Monday morning.”

      “Of course you can,” Derick retorted. “I know that, and fuck, a part of me would understand if you did, but you’d be an idiot.”

      I scowled. “Why would he be?”

      “Because if you do that, if you expose me and if you expose Sarah’s BS, then you expose yourself as a customer, Drew.”

      The entire kitchen stilled at that because he was right, but also because, how the fuck had Derick known Drew bought meds from Sarah?

      “I watch her a lot,” he admitted, when none of us said a word. “I’ve seen the stunts you pull. Her putting drugs in a book… it’s hardly subtle, is it?”

      With narrowed eyes, Drew grated out, “I’m not being held over a barrel by the likes of you over this bullshit. We’ll go on Monday to see the principal, and—”

      Jessa grabbed his arm. “Wait a second, Drew.” She shot Derick a look. “I assume you’re here for a reason. You need our help for something?”

      He licked his lips. “Yeah. I do. If we work together, then we can keep shit under wraps and she’s the only one who’ll pay.”

      “What are you talking about?” Sam snapped, his hands turning into fists on top of the table.

      “I’m talking about getting our hands on her phone. She has two. It’s so cliché, but it’s like her black book. It contains all the stuff we need to eliminate her.”

      “You’ve been watching too many episodes of 24,” I commented gruffly. “You need to calm down too. Are you high?” I accused.

      “No, but I need that phone,” Derick rasped, and the terror in his eyes was so real that I felt my stomach start to churn.

      “Why? What’s going on, Derick?” Jessa asked, her voice softer than ever. “Why have you gone from dumping drugs in my locker to asking me for help?”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “I’m not high,” he bit off, repeating the statement like he hadn’t heard a word Jessa had said, and as though that was the most important thing we needed to understand.

      “Okay, you’re not high,” I relented. “But tell us what’s going on or we’re not about to do dick.”

      He turned his back on us to stare out the window as he whispered, “I’m gay.”

      Drew cocked a brow. “You are?”

      “Yeah,” Derick admitted. “I am. I haven’t come out, and I won’t. My family… they wouldn’t understand.”

      I hadn’t been around Hawk Ridge long, but I knew the Petersens family from way back. His father was the money, some old railroad millionaire, but his mother was a hard line Liberal who hated gays and believed they could be reconverted into being straight with Jesus’ help—I’d seen her preaching to a crowd on a late-night chat show, for Pete’s sake.

      There was a bittersweet irony to the fact that the Senator had borne a gay son. Christ, I didn’t envy Derick. Especially if he didn’t pull away from his family and take his own route in life.

      From his terror, I got the feeling that wasn’t going to happen. And call me cynical, but I knew why.

      Money.

      In Hawk Ridge, it all led back to the green stuff.

      “What does she have on you?” I rasped, ignoring the looks the others sent me with a shrug.

      “A video.” His shoulders hunched as he bowed his head. “A fucking video. I didn’t—” He swallowed. “I trusted him. He was a…”

      Drew cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, Derick.”

      A harsh laugh escaped the other guy. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      “No. I am. Really,” was Drew’s earnest reply. “No one should be betrayed like that.”

      “I don’t know how Sarah got involved, if I’m honest. One minute my boyfriend was using it against me, getting money out of me, and then it was Sarah. These past eight months have been fucking hell.

      “Sarah stopped asking for just money this week though. She wanted me to plant the drugs in Jessa’s locker—”

      “Why?” I asked, curious about the other girl’s logic.

      “She hates Jessa. For the most pathetic reasons too. I swear, the bitch needs to embrace feminism.”

      “Sam,” Jessa murmured on a tired sigh. “She hates me because I have Sam.”

      “And she doesn’t have him,” Derick tacked on. “She’s trying to bring you down, get you expelled.”

      “But I’m a Rothskind,” Jessa said blandly, “and we don’t get expelled.”

      “I don’t think she realized that,” he admitted, spinning around to face us.

      “And what does she want now?” I asked. “She has to want something if her last plan didn’t work.”

      “More drugs,” he admitted. “She wants me to find a way to get them into Jessa’s locker, into her school bag. Enough where things will go beyond the faculty and the police are called in.”

      Jessa blanched at that, then asked, “Why are you here, Derick?”

      His throat bobbed as he swallowed. “Because it’s never going to end. I could deal with the money. I have enough of an allowance to cover it, and it’s an expense I’d prefer not to have, but it’s nothing in the grand scheme of things.”

      Fuck, what world had I penetrated where teenage girls had access to enough money to pay someone’s medical bills and where bratty sons could afford to be blackmailed and considered it only an inconvenience?

      “What’s changed?”

      “When she asked me to do what I did on Friday, I really thought that was the end of it. Then she texted me again this morning. She wants me to sneak into the school so on Monday, she can do a big reveal.” He shook his head. “She’s fucking insane. Crazy.”

      I rubbed at my temple. “I know this sounds weird but… why does she need the money so bad? Blackmailing isn’t something you fall into by chance,” I pointed out, when the others shot me perplexed looks.

      Sam shrugged. “The Dunhams aren’t as wealthy as they used to be.”

      “They aren’t?” Christ, you’d never know from Sarah’s wardrobe. Although, if she was doubling down on her allowance with blackmailing, no wonder she had Gucci trainers for Phys-Ed.

      “No.” Jessa shook her head. “They were in coal, but there was a fire at their largest mine. The place exploded and killed a lot of innocent men. Ever since, the family has been on the rails.”

      My eyes widened at that. “Holy shit.”

      “Yeah. It was fucking devastating,” Drew rasped sadly. “Lot of good men lost their lives, and the fucking scum that are the Dunhams didn’t give a shit. Didn’t even apologize. Just hid behind the gates of their estate.”

      Derick chimed in, “She’s always been a bitch, but ever since then, she’s been even worse. That’s why I need her phone. Why we need it. Her whole life is on there.”

      “How do you know? Hell, maybe it’s on the cloud?” I retorted.

      But Derick was shaking his head. “No. I’ve only seen the damn thing a few times, and those were when I was sneaking around watching her. She was adding my payment to a spreadsheet on there, and…” He gulped. “She showed me the video on that phone. That’s how I know for sure.”

      “But it could still be on the cloud,” I stated firmly.

      “I doubt it. She’s using it as evidence to bribe me. If I went to the cops, it would hang her as much as it would me.”

      “All blackmailers have a failsafe,” Drew agreed. “I mean, shit, you see it on TV all the time.”

      “I don’t care. I really don’t. I have to try. One last push before I just break down, because I won’t be used this way. I just won’t.” He blew out a shaky breath then raised his hands to cover his face. “This is a living nightmare. A fucking nightmare, and it feels like it’s never going to end.”

      Jessa cleared her throat, and uneasily asked, “How do you think we can help?”

      “Sam can,” Derick whispered. “He could distract Sarah at the party tonight, while I get the cell phone.”

      Sam cleared his throat. “Sounds simple enough.”

      “What would you do with it then?” Jessa questioned, before biting her bottom lip.

      “Toss it into Crest fucking Lake where it belongs.” He blew out a gusty breath. “I need to be freed from this, man. I can’t deal with it. The guilt is real. I know you guys probably think I’m a dick. You were right when you called me a troublemaker, and I know I’m a shit starter, but I’m being fucking serious right now.

      “You can’t raze Sarah Dunham’s name without raining hell down on Drew.”

      “If we spoke out against her, you don’t know that she’d speak about her clients,” I pointed out warily.

      “She’d sing like a fucking canary,” Drew said with a whoop, as he leaped up onto the kitchen counter. “She’s not the kind to take things lying down. Backed into a corner, Sarah is the type of person who’ll come out fighting.”

      “So, what do we do?” Jessa asked on a whisper.

      “Steal her phone and take away the evidence,” Derick insisted.

      As I looked around the kitchen, I saw realization dawning on each of my new friends’ faces that, in the grand scheme of things, our hands were tied just as much as Derick’s were.

      Shit.
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      “I’m sorry.”

      Two words, but they could never really express how terrible I felt.

      Jessa patted me on the arm. “It’s not your fault,” she excused, then qualified it with a, “Well, not entirely.”

      My lips almost twitched at that, and if things hadn’t been so fucked up, I’d have grinned at her. Instead, I was left dealing with the ramifications of my actions in the worst possible way.

      With a promise from us that we’d help out, Derick had left my place looking a little calmer than before, but still rattled as hell. Who could blame him when Sarah was intent on using him as her own personal gofer with more than mischief on her mind?

      “I don’t like this,” Max stated softly. “I don’t like it at all. Even if he’s being genuine, you can’t trust him. We have to get our hands on this phone first.”

      “He’s right,” I agreed. “Hell, he might decide to start blackmailing us too.”

      “I don’t think so,” Jessa inserted, her hand on my leg as she propped herself up against me. With my arm around her shoulders, we weren’t doing anything risqué, but fuck if it didn’t feel different because we were together in my house. Sure, Max was there, but that didn’t count when he was a friend, did it?

      And by friend, I meant he was in love with Jessa, so I figured that had to mean he’d never hurt her… hurting us meant hurting her.

      At least, I hoped so.

      I knew you couldn’t trust people. Just look at what Derick was going through. One of his boyfriends had evidently filmed them together, and Sarah was using that to coerce him, for Christ’s sake. But this, we were different. Jessa wouldn’t trust Max if he couldn’t be trusted, and I sensed that Max would have gotten the fuck out of dodge if he’d needed to.

      He was here because he wanted to be. He was here because this was where Jessa was, and where she was, so was that wonderfully intoxicating feeling of welcome and home.

      “Why don’t you?” I countered. “The guy’s a dick. I feel for him and his situation, but that doesn’t take away from the fact that he’s a knob.”

      She sighed. “I know.”

      “If you know, then why aren’t you concerned?”

      “Because he was genuinely distraught, and he’s having to live a lie. As it stands, he’s trying to stop things from derailing further, but I saw it on his face—he’ll come clean before he lets her carry on using him this way.”

      “I’d have thought causing more trouble was something he’d be down with,” Sam pointed out wryly, slouching back in his seat and sliding his arm over the table for balance.

      “Yeah, but there’s a difference between detention and jail,” Jessa replied, “and I think he’s just realizing that.”

      Max shook his head. “Hell of a difference, and if it’s taken him this long to figure it out, then we have to worry about the fact that he’s a moron too.”

      Sam snickered a little, but when Jessa glowered at Max and him, he stopped.

      She rubbed her temple. “When Mom called yesterday to tell me about my trust fund, she mentioned something else. The footage in the hall. There is none.”

      Max blanched. “I fucking knew it.”

      “Yeah. It was obviously erased, so we can’t use that to just blame all this on Derick. Which means, combined with Sarah’s next phase of trying to destroy me, our hands are tied. We need to help him find the phone.” She tapped her chin. “Let’s be grateful the Vestal Virgins always sleepover at each other’s homes when they host a party.”

      I blinked. “Who the fuck are the Vestal Virgins?”

      Jessa laughed. “The Sarahs.”

      “They’re about as unvirginal as you can get, Jessa,” Max retorted with a grin.

      “I know.” She snickered. “But the way they live as a unit is creepy. It’s like they can’t function on their own.”

      Sam cocked a brow. “Sarah Dunham apparently is. Unless… do you think the other Sarahs are involved in this craziness?”

      “I think Derick would have told us if they were. They’d be another threat to him, so he’d have surveilled them too.”

      “This really is starting to sound like an episode of 24,” I grumbled, cracking my knuckles. “I don’t like any of this.”

      “You think we do?” Jessa countered, squinting up at me. “But we’re doing it to save your butt, so…”

      “Shut the fuck up?” Max finished helpfully.

      She nodded. “Yeah. STFU, Drew.”

      Though I rolled my eyes, guilt filled me and I hugged her, murmuring, “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Just don’t do it again,” she mocked, but her smile was sweeter than before. Thank fuck.

      She curled her arm around my waist and hugged me back. I was heading into pussy territory here when I thought about how freaking wonderful that felt. To have her hug me and know she meant it as more than just a friend.

      It felt like I’d breached phase one of my all-time life goals. Phase two? Well, that involved Sam.

      Patience never had been one of my virtues, but in this, I knew I’d have to tread carefully. Not for fear of wrecking everything. I genuinely didn’t think I could do that. Jessa was, crazily enough, willing to shoulder thousands of dollars in debt and future treatments, as well as get involved in stealing someone’s property for me.

      I’d brought her to this.

      I knew it. Was ashamed of it. And yet, she wasn’t pulling away. Wasn’t trying to put a thousand miles between us.

      No, she was hugging me.

      Fucking hugging me.

      She was either crazy or I was just a lucky bastard in love.

      “Well, I guess that’s trumped our other conversations,” Jessa inserted dryly. “But, Drew, I want you to quit the store on Monday.”

      I tensed. “I can just lessen the hours I work.”

      “I don’t think you should.”

      “I think she’s right,” Sam injected softly. “You need to sleep more. You need some downtime. Your grades aren’t suffering yet, but they will and…” He sucked in a breath. “I don’t think we should go to Berkeley. I think we should stay somewhere in the Carolinas so Jessa can be closer to her family…”

      Jessa blinked. “We don’t have to do that.”

      “We do.” Sam’s tone was resolute. “I never thought about you when I was planning our future,” he rasped, shaking his head, his expression mournful. “I just thought about getting a thousand miles away from everyone we knew.”

      I glanced at Max who didn’t look at all surprised by the turn this chat had taken. But why would he? Something he and Sam had discussed the night before had triggered a conversation that had Jessa in tears last night, which told me Max knew. How much he knew was another matter entirely, but it seemed like Sam wasn’t even trying to hide anything from him, which was beyond unusual. Sam made a spy seem like an extrovert.

      “Heading a thousand miles away is for the best,” Jessa whispered. “What we want… Berkeley would be a lot more liberal-minded.”

      “Nowhere is going to totally accept us. We’ll always have to be careful, but that’s no reason to take you away from your family. You’re the only one of us who actually has a decent relationship with your parents, and I don’t want to deny you that, Jessa. In fact, it would kill me to think I was behind the destruction of something so—” He broke off, shaking his head as he did so. “To get into a good college around here, Drew, you’re going to need an epic GPA, as well as the team winning the State Championships… Think you can do that when you’re trying to include shifts at the supermarket here and there?”

      I could feel the tension brimming inside Jessa. She was pretty much throbbing with it, and I realized why—she wanted me to say no. Not just because she wanted me to quit, but because she also wanted to stay close to her family.

      And how could I say no to her when she was giving me more than I’d ever hoped to have?

      “No,” I told him simply. “I won’t be able to do that. Coach wanted me to quit anyway, but I was going to just try to work a few shifts here and there, you know? But you’re right. I’ll need to focus on studies and training.”

      It seemed like Jessa sagged in my arms with relief. “We’ll do it. Your grades are good enough for Duke, Drew. Sam, yours too. Especially if you get a football scholarship,” she mused eagerly, going from limp with relief to bubbling with excitement… I had to smile.

      Reaching down, I hid said smile by kissing the crown of her head.

      “We’ll get there.”

      “But first, we need to make sure Sarah Dunham has nothing on you,” Max pointed out.

      Jessa cleared her throat. “True.” She gave him a look. “Max?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I know you don’t want to go to college.”

      “I don’t,” he said with a snort.

      “But we could house share, you know, if you wanted to come wherever we go.” She cleared her throat. “I think I’d like that.”

      It was my turn for tension to fill me, and without meaning to, I found myself watching Sam. There was a resolution in his eyes, a knowing that set me on edge.

      Sam had been right last night.

      Whatever feelings Jessa had for Max, they weren’t simple friendship.

      Max, to his credit, appeared dumbfounded at her suggestion. “Jessa, I don’t think—”

      “I mean, we don’t know where we’d be attending,” she chimed in quickly, seeming to sense his rejection. “And of course, you wouldn’t have to, but it could be cool.” She shot him a bright smile that dazzled him enough to blink a few times while remaining speechless, so she changed the subject and said, “My mom will deal with the principal. Don’t worry about that. She’ll probably get the governors involved and there might be a drug sweep of school or something like that… I figure Sarah realized that was likely and that’s why she wanted to plant drugs on me again.” She shook her head. “And all this because she wants Sam? I mean, Sam, I love you, babe, but—”

      He snorted. “I think there’s an insult in there. Especially considering how awesome I am.”

      A laugh escaped her, one that was free from the nerves that had appeared when she made her suggestion to Max. “Yeah, you’re pretty fucking awesome, but still… not worth going to jail over.” She winked at him to lessen the insult, then with a squeeze of my waist, murmured, “Right, I need to go sort my meds out, plus I’m hungry again. I’m going to make some lunch after.”

      If anything, I wasn’t hungry, but shit, if Jessa was then I wasn’t about to discourage her from eating. Instead, I jumped down from the counter and got out of her way.

      Jessa was a woman on a mission… in more ways than just one.
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      “Mom, I’m okay, I promise,” I mumbled as I peered out of the windshield and onto the approaching lake.

      Crest Lake was the biggest in the area and only a few people had properties around here. Sarah Aspen’s parents were some of the lucky few, and over the past couple of years, they allowed her to have one party on the lake just before Fall fell. We stayed out there, bringing sleeping bags with us and building small bonfires as we partied away and accepted the onslaught of the next season.

      “You should have come home last night,” she chided, and that she was chiding me at all told me she was mad.

      I winced. “I know, but did you hear about Drew? He collapsed on the field, Mom. I had to stay with him.”

      “You stayed at his house?”

      I wasn’t unaware of the sudden chill in her words, but I shrugged it off and murmured, “Of course! We had to check in on him and make sure he was okay!”

      I could feel Max and Drew’s attention on me and was well aware that the number of lies I’d told today was starting to add up.

      For someone who considered herself an honest person, I was really starting to make a mockery of all that.

      Clenching my fingers around the phone, I stated, “He’s okay, Mom. But he’s going to quit working at the store. It’s too much for him.”

      “Of course it is. I’ve seen all you do and know he does as much if not more thanks to all that running about he does.” My lips twitched at that—Mom was not a lover of team sports. “Sam’s just as bad. All that running. It can’t be good for them.” Her tone turned musing. “Or their knees.”

      “Well, it’s going to get them into Duke so—”

      “Duke?” I’d kind of inserted that in there on purpose, and knew it had worked since she sounded excited now. “You want to go to your father’s college?”

      “Yeah. I was talking about it today with Sam, you know?”

      “You were?”

      Her level of excitement surged, and I was aware that I’d just distracted her away from the fact I’d spent the night at Drew’s house. Alone. With two guys.

      Yeah, from a parent’s POV, it didn’t get much worse, and considering I’d had a threesome? Yup, worse still.

      “I thought you wanted to go to California. I saw some stuff from Berkeley—”

      I rolled my eyes. “Were you in my room again?”

      “Just picking up after you!” she retorted, but her voice was guilty as hell.

      “Well, I was thinking about California, and I was even thinking about Paris. You know that! But I like the idea of staying close to home. Sam does as well. Drew too.”

      “And Max? I know he’s become a part of your little trio.”

      “Max doesn’t want to go to college.”

      “He doesn’t? Why not?”

      “Personal choice,” I said breezily. “Anyway…”

      Mom cleared her throat. “Yes. Anyway. You should have come home last night so we could discuss what happened at school, Jessa.”

      The chiding was back.

      Oops.

      “Nothing happened, Mom. You know those drugs aren’t mine. And they sure as hell weren’t Max’s.”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t going to be serious repercussions.”

      I shrugged. “We can deal with that. We’re innocent.”

      And we were.

      Well, apart from Drew, but she didn’t need to know that.

      “I know you are, darling, but I’m going to have to get the governors involved.”

      “I know.” And I did. “Do what you have to do, Mom. I swear to you those drugs weren’t mine.” I was well aware that my mother had a tendency to forge forward, full steam ahead, and that was what had taken her to Mr. Sommers’ office. Pure steam. But now, in the aftermath, she was probably questioning everything. That wasn’t to say she thought ill of me, just that the ramifications of the situation were starting to hit home.

      I didn’t doubt she had some plan to save me, but my health and wellbeing mattered to her more than anything else.

      Because she loved me.

      And though I’d always known how lucky I was, after seeing the indifference in Drew’s family today? I felt even luckier than usual.

      There was silence for a second, then she murmured, “Jessa, you know you can always talk to me about anything. If you have a problem, then we can get you into rehab.”

      My lips twitched. “I know, Mom. I know. But I swear, the only drugs I’m taking are the ones that are prescribed to me. I’m already rattling around like a pharmacy. The last thing I need is to add to my meds.”

      A relieved breath escaped her. “You’re sure?”

      “I promise,” I urged her to believe me, not to doubt or to have fear that I was lying. Because I wasn’t. I had no desire to add to the cocktail floating around my veins, and to be honest, I thought people who did take shit they didn’t need were stupid.

      And yeah, I included Drew in that collective.

      Just because I loved him to death didn’t mean I thought he walked on water. He was a guy. And guys were all capable of grand stupidity.

      I wasn’t that much of an elitist prick to think that money could solve every problem, even if, thus far in my life, I’d learned otherwise. There was only so much we could do to salvage Drew’s future, but I was willing to go along with Derick’s plan tonight because I knew Sarah had it out for me too. This wasn’t just Drew’s future now, it was mine, and with it, Sam’s and Max’s. Somehow, all four of us had heard the same death knell, which meant that phone, and all the information on it, needed to be in our possession and not the Bitch’s.

      My mother sighed, reminding me that I was on the phone with her. “If you’re sure—”

      “I’m positive! Mom, seriously, we don’t need to have this conversation.”

      “Okay. Well, I assume you’re coming home tonight?”

      I heard the order that was couched in a request and decided to take my chances. “It’s the Crest Lake party tonight, Mom. Remember? We stay over at the lake?”

      I got the feeling she was gritting her teeth, but she did concede, “Yeah, I forgot. Promise me, Jessa, promise me that everything’s good with you.”

      Considering what I’d been accused of at school, it was no wonder she was having doubts, but she knew me. Didn’t she? I mean, jeez…

      And then I remembered we hadn’t known Drew was taking prescription meds, and my heart sunk.

      “Everything is absolutely good with me, Mom, and if it wasn’t, I’d tell you.”

      A relieved sigh came down the line. “Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow then. Have a good time at the party.”

      “I will. Love you. Give Dad a kiss from me.”

      “Will do. Love you, too. Say hi to the boys for me.”

      When she cut the call, Sam’s hand tightened on my knee. “Well, that took a lot of convincing.”

      “Yeah.” I sighed. “It did. More than I expected, to be honest.”

      “She loves you,” Max reasoned. “Wants the best for you.”

      “She does.”

      I was okay after the phone call, but I was definitely quiet as we pulled up at Sarah Aspen’s house. The lakefront property was traditional in style, to the point that it looked pretty ridiculous. It was faux Tudor with gabled roofs and a façade that was white with black wooden slats covering it here and there. It was also huge, probably twice the size of my house, and took up a massive chunk of the lakefront plot.

      As we pulled up on the road behind it, a road that was full of very expensive cars that shouldn’t really be owned by a bunch of seventeen and eighteen-year-olds, I climbed out of the car and took a deep breath.

      The air had a delicious tang to it, fresh and cool without being chilly. I wore a simple tank top and a pair of skinny jeans with flats. I wasn’t about to dress up for this shit show. I knew others would. The Sarahs would most definitely be slating me on their Instagram account, but in a weird way, that account made me rebel. Made me refuse to conform to their ridiculous ideals.

      Just because I wasn’t frickin’ covered in Armani or Alexander McQueen didn’t mean I looked like a piece of shit. But according to them and their beauty ideals, unless your outfit could feed an African village for a week, you looked like crap.

      Well, fuck them and the horses they rode in on.

      My anger well and truly up, feathers ruffling too, I straightened my shoulders as Sam rounded the car and grabbed my hand before he copped a feel of my ass. I grinned up at him and told him, “Lech.”

      His brows waggled. “A man can try.” He swooped down and pressed a kiss to my mouth, his tongue flickering against my lips, just waiting for an invitation inside. When I gave it, he grunted and as he thrust his tongue against mine, I almost melted into him. His hands went to my ass, one sliding up to my lower back, while he reminded me that the only opinions that truly mattered to me weren’t the bitches waiting within the walls of the house behind us, but my men’s.

      Unable to help it, I groaned into his mouth. My blood pounded through my veins like the rapids in a river, and the unnatural whoosh of it in my ears should have been a cause for concern—instead, it was a sign that all was right in my world.

      Sam always made me feel like this.

      After I melted into him, he pulled back with a quick nip to my bottom lip and whispered, “Did I tell you you look gorgeous as fuck?”

      I smirked. “No. You didn’t.”

      “Then I need whipping.”

      “First gang bangs and now BDSM? What else are you keeping from me?” It was my turn to waggle my eyebrows at him, and when he laughed, I felt the joy sweep inside me, taking away any tension or concerns I might have had in the run up to what was about to go down.

      “Don’t worry, you’re the only one I’d want whipping me,” he promised.

      “Well, aren’t I just relieved about that?” I rolled my eyes then darted up onto tiptoe and murmured, “Love you.”

      “Love you, too. And you do. You look fucking gorgeous. I’m glad you don’t have to go home tonight. We’ll see how decent this party is, because I’d prefer to go home and spend it inside you than at the edge of a lake.”

      “You would? How unadventurous of you,” I teased, but his statement reminded me of something. “Come on,” I urged, “let’s get this shitstorm underway.”

      He grimaced but nodded, and tugging at my arm, we walked away from the car and toward the gates. There were two sets. One for cars, which was open, and then another that was for people walking toward the property.

      Drew and Max were waiting for us at the ornate gates toward the drive, and as we approached, I asked, “Max, do you have permission to spend the night?”

      He shrugged. “I texted my stepmom earlier. She said yes.”

      I cut Sam a look and he grunted. “Seems like we’re staying here for the night then.”

      Drew hauled an arm over Max’s shoulder. “Be grateful that Jessa left her tent in my garage and that’s where we’ll be sleeping tonight.”

      “Why?” he asked with a laugh.

      “Because her tent is like a fucking palace. It has bedrooms and everything.”

      Max grinned. “Sounds as if it’s a good place to spend a cold night.”

      “You’d be right about that.” I shivered. “It gets freezing on a morning by the lake,” I told him as I tugged on Sam’s hand and hauled us down the graveled path. There were a couple of other students from our class that were making the same path and we greeted them as we headed toward the inner sanctum of the house.

      The Aspens liked to believe they were hot shit, so they had more security than even we did. I thought they were trying to believe they were more important than they actually were.

      Our security, on the other hand, was so subtle you didn’t even notice it.

      Of course, it was different from the time when we’d been in Saudi Arabia. God, I’d hated being there. In that place, only by a show of force was a person’s value measured. That meant, when we’d gone to school, my brother and I had been surrounded by bodyguards. It had been quite ridiculous…

      Kind of like the Aspen’s place, which had more external CCTV than the entirety of Hawk Ridge put together.

      As we approached the doorway, Sam murmured, “I’ll get her on the dancefloor as soon as I can. Jessa—”

      I squeezed his fingers. “Don’t worry. I know what she’s like.”

      And I did.

      I knew she’d lord a dance with him over me, would probably lie and say he’d felt her up or touched her inappropriately. One of the reasons we’d decided that he’d claim her attention this way—dance with her—was because I had a feeling she was that deranged, if they weren’t in public, she’d lie about him having sex with her.

      Maybe, when things turned sour, she’d even accuse him of something that would destroy his reputation.

      Women like Sarah Dunham were poison, and they tainted everything in their vicinity, poisoning it like oil on a reef.

      My mouth tightened when I saw her the second we walked into the big house. Ignoring her, I darted a quick glance around to see if there were any cameras inside, but not spotting any, I noted just how massive the foyer was with a large marble accent table filling the center. On top of it, there was a wild display of orchids I knew had to cost a fortune, because my mom loved orchids and some of the ones on there were very rare. I eyed one that I knew by sight if not by name, and whistled at just how pristine it was.

      My mom would love that.

      To me, it looked like a dick. Post orgasm. What could I say? I wasn’t the aficionado. But with its prostrate V-shaped petals that were pinstriped a gold and dark brown color, then a bulbous tip that, honest to God, looked like the glans of a cock, I still knew, phallic or not, my mom would adore it.

      Making a mental note to add that to my to-do list to grab it for her for the holidays, I eyed the staircase that ran up toward a wall of windows which, I knew from past experience, overlooked the lake. It was a beautiful view, and every aspect of the house was veered toward seeing as much of the body of water as possible.

      Still, relieved at the lack of cameras, I turned to look at Sarah Aspen who was hovering by the doorway, greeting people like this was a real fancy event and not just a house party for a bunch of teenagers, and had to shake my head at what she was wearing.

      The light blue dress was pretty normal if a little over the top for the occasion. With a sweetheart neckline, it clung to her waist before flaring out into an ankle-length skirt. The real eye-opener was what she wore on her arms. Ruffled about her biceps, two long sleeves billowed out around her forearms before tapering into cuffs at her wrist. Her shoulders and upper arms were bare.

      Sarah Beauchamp wore a bright, baby pink dress that, I swear to God, looked like she’d cut a round shape in the middle of a tablecloth and was wearing that as a dress. Two slits allowed her arms freedom and as she moved, the silky fabric did cling to her, revealing something of her shape, but if that was fashion, then she could definitely keep it.

      Sarah Dunham looked the least ridiculous in a bright gold jumpsuit that had an Art Deco feel to it. The trousers were culotte length, and though it dipped low into a deep V-neck, the short sleeves had a double edge that was frilly.

      In contrast to their outfits, I looked so normal that I wasn’t sure who was weird.

      I mean, I’d come to a party wearing stuff that was usually worn during the day, so maybe it was me. But then, Sam, Drew, and Max weren’t dressed up, either. Sam and Drew wore tailored shorts and tees in different shades of blue. Max wore a pair of jeans and a black The Smiths tee.

      We were casual.

      The Sarahs, on the other hand, were dressed up for the Met gala.

      “Sam!” Sarah Dunham squealed, almost elbowing me out of the way in her haste to hug my boyfriend. I saw his pained face as he allowed her embrace, and I hid a smile, because I didn’t want to rub salt in the wounds.

      Even though she had weird fashion taste and went with the trends way too much for anyone’s sake, she was beautiful. I’d have to be blind not to have noticed that.

      With her sleek hair, perfectly made-up face, and a figure that a Sports Illustrated model would envy, she was hot as fuck.

      But Sam?

      Well, he seemed genuinely revolted by her. I wasn’t sure why, to be honest. I couldn’t understand it. Not a part of me was gay, and yet, I thought she was beautiful. Even if that beauty hid a vile creature from the rest of the world, I knew what I was looking at, and wasn’t going to delude myself.

      Sarah and Sam were kind of made for each other.

      They were the Prom King and Queen in the making.

      I could totally understand why she thought they should be together, and while that stung, I knew Sam would never ever agree with me. He hated her more than I did, and it was evident as he carefully pushed her away when the hug went on for an awkward length of time.

      Not that she cared.

      Christ, the girl had no shame.

      She just smiled at him and declared, “You’re going to dance with me. Right this second, Sam!”

      He glanced and I dipped my chin a scant inch, telling him silently that I really was okay with this. Hell, none of us had expected her to grab Sam so quickly.

      Apparently, that was a foolish expectation on our behalf.

      “Sarah, you’re the better photographer. I want this dance to go on our Insta account. Let’s show the sheep how they should look.” Sarah cast a look at me, and if her sneer was anything to go by, she didn’t approve of my outfit.

      “But I have to stay here to greet the guests!” Sarah A. half-whined.

      But Sarah D. was having none of that. Glowering at her friend, she murmured, “I want a picture!”

      Sarah A., apparently spying something in the other woman’s expression that I couldn’t, pouted but capitulated, “Okay.”

      When the hall was suddenly vacated of all the Sarahs and my Sam, I cleared my throat and murmured, “Well, that was easier than anticipated.”

      Max grunted. “This is just phase one. We don’t even know where Sarah A.’s bedroom is.”

      I cocked a brow at Drew. “Think you can help us with that one, stud?”

      His nose crinkled. “It was only once.”

      “Just as it was with Sarah B, if memory serves. That’s why she flashes her pussy at you every time she’s cheering.” I’d heard the gossip, and when his cheeks turned bright pink, had my confirmation. It was irrational to be jealous, so I forced a laugh and mumbled, “Come on, stud. Lead the way.”

      Though he huffed, he didn’t try to deny that he knew where her bedroom was. That stung, but hell, I couldn’t complain. Not when it was useful that he knew and we weren’t going to waste time opening doors, trying to find out where the Sarahs would be sleeping tonight.

      Max was right.

      This was only phase one, and we had to hope that Sarah D.’s phone was here. Derick said she appeared to keep it on her at all times, but appearances could be deceptive.

      Just like the bitch’s beauty.

      She might look like an angel, but that angelic façade was more demonic than anyone could ever imagine.

      As we moved up the staircase, it was a strange time to admit to the fact that I wasn’t scared or nervous. If anything, I was excited. My heart was pounding just as hard now as it had been when Sam had kissed me, and as we made it to the top floor and looked out onto the party, which had spilled over onto the front of the lake, I took a second to calm down.

      Excited or not, I didn’t need my heart beating this fast.

      Each step I took down the corridor, I had to watch as my feet squeaked against the hardwood floors that were so polished, they were slippery. There were grand oil paintings of old dead people that I knew, without a doubt, weren’t Aspens, because the Aspens weren’t even blue-blooded Americans, never mind Europeans. The oil paintings were like Reubens, for Christ’s sake.

      “Who are they trying to kid?” Max asked softly, his scorn evident even through his gentle tones, his attention where mine was.

      I snorted. “I know, right? They’re new money.” I winced, because I sounded like an elitist again, but heck, it was hard not to think these guys were dicks for faking it until they made it. “Figures that they want to look like old money.”

      Drew snorted. “Whereas old money doesn’t even have to try?”

      My lips twisted. “You know it.” Cheeks staining pink, I mumbled, “Not that I care.”

      Drew’s arm came around my shoulders. “Don’t worry. If you start throwing your weight around too much, we’ll knock you into touch. Won’t we, Max?”

      Max shot me a ghost of a smile. “We will. Fear not.”

      I wasn’t sure why, but that whisper of a smile had my eyes widening as I traced every inch of that faint twitch of his lips. His white teeth barely peeped through, and the way that scant smile lit up his face was enough to have my heart stuttering in my chest.

      As recognition slammed into me, a recognition of my attraction to him—and from the way his eyes dilated, an attraction that, like my mom and Sam had said, was definitely mutual—I inhaled a shuddery breath. Uncertainty came with the realization, but before I could have an internal panic attack, Drew had brought us to a halt.

      “This is her room. Prepare yourself for the pink,” he muttered, but even though his words were a warning, I had to laugh when I saw the inside of her bedroom.

      It looked like Barbie had thrown up in here.

      “Couldn’t get more cliché, could she?” Drew said dryly, as we stared at the princess bedroom for the overgrown princess.

      From the four-poster to the dressing table with an oversized mirror, then there was the chaise longue and the countless dressers… all of it was pink. All of it was like an indigestion aid.

      There was crap all on the floor, crap I knew came from the other Sarahs. The space was too large, the family too wealthy for the maid not to keep tabs on it, and from all the bags and makeup pouches, I knew this was the aftermath of their getting ready.

      The warzone really was not merited.

      Not for them to look so blah.

      Shaking my head at their folly, I headed over to one of the piles. The four-poster bed, though Pepto-Bismol pink, was definitely grand with its billowing curtains, and it stood in the center of the room. To its left was a set of French doors that looked out onto the hillside, not the lake. I peered over the mound of bags as I tried to determine which Sarah this belonged to.

      “Take a photo of it first,” Max stated gruffly. “That way we can try to put everything back as it was. It might look like a firework went off in here, but there might be some method to how they’ve put everything together.”

      His voice made me shiver inwardly. I didn’t look at him, couldn’t look at him. My cheeks burned though, and my hands shook as I retrieved my cell from my pocket.

      I’d seen how handsome he was before. Had known it since I’d met him, for God’s sake. To look into his face was to see a beauty that the poets would love to discuss in their work.

      But I hadn’t responded to it.

      Not in earnest.

      Why was I now?

      Because of what Sam had insisted on talking about last night?

      I mean, I had feelings for Max. I enjoyed his company… hell, that was an understatement. I loved his company. He didn’t always talk about football, enjoyed the Classics, and being with him was as easy as being with Drew and Sam without the football talk. I didn’t know why that was the case, but then, who could explain love at first sight.

      Not that I loved him.

      I mean… I didn’t.

      When a set of headlights pierced the patio doors in front of me, I jerked in response. They were those weird LED ones that made headlamps look like eyes, and the car’s fender seem like a monster.

      I was almost glad to have my attention swerve away from Max as I recognized the car. Who couldn’t? With the lights from the Aspen’s house blaring over it, the flashy, bright red paintwork declared it to all the world for what it was—a Ferrari.

      My mom would never describe herself as bitchy. My philosopher of a father would. For myself, I just thought she was opinionated, and when she’d seen Richard Harrison’s new car, she’d said, and I agreed with her, “No church deacon who lords it over the rest of the town should be driving a car like that.”

      Of course, my father had asked what kind of car he should be driving, and she’d had no answer, but I knew what she meant.

      It was a beast of a car, and whenever you saw it, you knew who was driving it.

      Wasting a few seconds, I watched as Laura climbed out of the vehicle and hurried away. I knew, like last year, she wouldn’t be spending the night.

      “Dick’s here,” Drew pointed out, seeing where I was looking. My lips almost smiled at the name he gave the pompous prig in the car that was more fitting for an American footballer.

      “Yeah. He’s weird,” I muttered, unable to help myself as I stared at Richard who, for whatever reason, hadn’t turned around and left the second Laura was out of the vehicle. “He turns my stomach.”

      “Why?” Max queried, his brow puckering at the statement.

      “He’s just creepy.” I shrugged. “Sets my stomach on edge.”

      “That’s a strong statement. Has he been inappropriate with you?”

      I heard the rage brewing in his voice, and this time, I couldn’t stop my smile from forming—he cared. “No. Don’t worry. He’s just… don’t you ever get a feeling about someone?”

      “I guess.”

      But I could tell he didn’t. At least, not the kind of feeling I was talking about.

      Maybe it was a woman thing?

      The kind of instinct that stopped you from walking down a dark alley, or, when you were alone in a strange part of the city, the instinct that had you grabbing your keys and thrusting one between your fingers so that you could use it as a weapon if someone approached you.

      I’d once read a list of things that women could do that men didn’t even realize were a problem, like walking into an empty subway station without feeling scared, or going out to a club and never taking your eyes off your drink just in case, and I had to reckon that my instinctual dislike of Richard Harrison was something I couldn’t describe to the guys.

      I just mumbled, “Don’t forget, I know how he beats Laura. The bastard.”

      He grunted at that, but his face was tense as he stared down at the car, which was still there. Dick really was weird.

      When he still hadn’t left a few minutes later, I decided to stop wasting time. Taking a picture of the mound of bags, I shoved my cell back into my pocket and got started.

      After a few minutes of digging through used makeup wipes and a discarded pile of clothes, Drew murmured, “This isn’t Sarah Dunham’s stuff.”

      “How do you know?”

      He cleared his throat. “At the risk of sounding like a pervert, Max, Sarah B. has bigger tits than Sarah D., right?”

      Max scrunched his nose as he cut me a look. “Yeah.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re right. That sounded like something a pervert would say.”

      But, because I also had functioning eyesight, I knew he wasn’t wrong. When he showed me the bra he had dangling from his hand, I nodded. “You’re right. But you can put the bra down now.”

      Grunting, he murmured, “I should have been a detective.”

      “You still have the chance, dummy,” Max replied with a small laugh. “It’s not like you’re even out of school yet.”

      “True. Maybe that’s what I’ll do when this all falls flat on my fucking face,” he said with a sigh.

      I reached for him, grabbed his arm, and squeezed. “We’ll fix this.”

      “If it’s possible to fix,” he whispered.

      About to speak, we froze at the sound of the doorknob turning. My eyes were wide with terror as I stared up at him, and then, as the door swung open softly, my heart nearly burst when I saw Derick standing there.

      “Fuck, Derick, you scared the shit out of us,” Max growled, his features white as snow.

      “I saw you sneak up here. Why didn’t you wait on me?” was his instant complaint.

      I waved a hand. “Would you rather us have messed around and maybe have missed our chance to find the phone?”

      He squinted at me. “Did you find it?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “We realized we were looking in the wrong pile though.”

      He huffed. “Let’s get started then. Only God knows when they’ll come back up here and freshen up their makeup.”

      Because he wasn’t wrong, we hurried, and as deeply as we looked, and no matter how many times we went through all the crap on the floor, there was no phone to be found.

      Fuck a duck.
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      The feel of Sarah’s hands on me made my skin crawl. I’d never liked her, even when I was dating her. There was always just something about her that put me on edge.

      Knowing what I did now, I guessed everything made a little more sense than before, but still, it was the way she touched me. Clung to me. Like she wanted our skin to meld together or something.

      I was dancing with her to give us some space to make our move, but she was holding on to me like she’d never let me go.

      “You’re quiet,” she whispered into my ear, making me shudder with revulsion.

      Unfortunately for me, we’d had three slow dances back-to-back, and when her phone buzzed, only that brought an end to the torment. When she stiffened in my arms, I asked, “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      She cleared her throat. “Nothing.”

      Her outfit was so tight, I didn’t even know where she’d keep a damn phone, but she pulled back, reached into a pocket that was tucked into the side of the weird one-piece she wore, and retrieved a phone that had my heart sinking.

      It was old.

      Very old.

      Like a two thousand sixteen model, and not the new one I’d seen her flashing around school.

      When she cast a glance at the screen, biting her lip as she read the message on there, I tried to read it, but she had it tilted in a way that meant I couldn’t.

      “I-I need to go.”

      “Go where?” I queried, my brow puckering.

      I mean, I wasn’t complaining about her having to leave. Hell, no. But considering how she’d been clinging to me like she was a glue stick and I was a piece of paper, her behavior was weird.

      Weirder than I was used to from her, at any rate.

      “Just… outside.”

      I frowned. “Do you need me to come with?”

      She whipped her head from side to side, and what I saw on her features made me uneasy. I didn’t like her. Not at all. She reminded me of a time when I’d been out of control. Of a time when I’d been the worst person I could be. I didn’t like what she made me think about myself, of how low I’d sunk as a human being, one who’d thought only of partying and buying useless crap because it was designer and on trend.

      I’d been a useless sack of shit, and whenever she looked at me or touched me, she made me think of that Sam.

      But, whether or not she was a physical reminder of a man I now hated, I didn’t like to see her scared.

      And she was.

      Of what, I wasn’t sure, but she was definitely scared, and I hadn’t even known that anything could scare Sarah. She just wasn’t the type. Hell, she was the kind of woman who was A-Okay with blackmailing someone from a political family… that took balls. Big ones. Brass ones.

      Yet here she was, looking shaken.

      Thinking of what she was doing, of how she was forging together a campaign to destroy the love of my life, hardened me, and when she just rushed off, rushed away into the crowd without another word to me, I didn’t follow her.

      She was scum.

      And she didn’t deserve any kindness from me, not after what she was doing to Jessa and Derick.

      I retreated from the dance floor that was packed with most of the football team and their girls. I had no idea if Jessa, Drew, and Max were still upstairs, but I couldn’t see them. Grabbing my cell, I shot off a quick text:

      Me: The phone’s on her. Come down before you’re caught.

      When I saw the two little ticks, my heart pounded, and didn’t stop until I saw Jessa through the crowd. Elbowing Harry Greaves, who was drooling over his Sarah, I ignored his exasperated grunt and shouldered my way toward my own girl.

      “You saw it?” she asked, the second I was in front of her.

      “I did,” I agreed.

      “Where is she now?” Max demanded. “Can we grab it from her?” His shoulders hunched. “I picked pockets for a while when I was a kid. Maybe I could—”

      Jessa’s hand snapped out. “No. Sneaking around and looking through her things is one thing, but that’s another.”

      “Is it? Really?” Drew queried, his brow furrowed. “That’s some funky logic, Jessa.”

      She shoved him. “Shut up. I don’t want to rake up a time that Max doesn’t need to remember,” she hissed under her breath.

      Max cleared his throat. “It’s okay, Jessa, really.”

      “No.” She shook her head, and her tone was ferocious as she bit off, “We’ll find another way.”

      “Where’s Derick?” I asked, changing the subject. When she blinked at me, I shrugged. “When I was dancing, I saw him going upstairs. It wasn’t like I didn’t know where he was heading.”

      “We split up. No point in sticking together. It would only look weird considering everyone knows we think he’s a prick,” Drew remarked.

      I blew out a breath. “True. Look, this is obviously a bust. How about we try to enjoy the night? It’s the last party before it starts to get really cold, and shit at school is going to get heavy soon enough.”

      Jessa nodded. “You’re right.” I knew her cheer was false, but I had to give her credit—she had a good game face. “I’d like to dance. Who’s going to be my partner?”

      Drew grabbed her hand before I could say a word, hauled her into him, and dragged her into the crowd with the rest of the dancers. I shook my head at his haste, then, smirking at Max, murmured, “Want a beer?”

      “She has them?”

      “Of course. I don’t know how, but our place isn’t to question why,” I joked.

      “These parties are better stocked than bars,” he commented, as we headed over to the bar that had been set up outside. It was only a foldaway table that was stacked with bottles and kegs, but underneath it, there were several kegs that were just waiting for everyone to get wasted on.

      With a solo cup in my hand, I tilted my head back and stared up at the night sky. The stars were out in full force and the moon glinted on the lake’s surface.

      “It’s beautiful out here, isn’t it?” I said softly, meaning it.

      “Yeah. It is,” Max agreed, before taking a deep sip of his beer.

      I didn’t wait on him to take a few steps forward and away from the heaving lounge where everyone was partying. It was a little too chilly out here for dancing, and I knew it would probably be bitter when we started building the bonfires and grabbing all our shit for when we slept down at the lakeside. I’d have liked to sleep under the stars, but Jessa was right—it turned pretty arctic around five.

      Digging my feet into the sandy shore, I felt the grit enter my canvas shoes, but I ignored it. Instead, I squatted down and took a seat close to the water’s edge.

      There was a gentle ripple in the distance that was close to hypnotizing, and I stared at it as Max took a seat beside me.

      “You okay?”

      His question had me shaking my head as I told him what had gone down with Sarah.

      “She was scared?” he repeated, sounding as bewildered as I felt.

      As much as I hadn’t been lying about wanting to party tonight, the second I was outside and the cold breeze was in my face, it was like reality had hit at the same time.

      The somber mood wasn’t exactly coming out of the blue, but it was also a testament to the chaos I knew was coming our way.

      This weekend, this party, was like the last stop before change came.

      I hated change.

      Hated it with a passion.

      Was Drew going to get expelled?

      Could Coach really help him?

      I guessed it was all down to how badly Drew was needed on the team. Truth was, I knew the faculty needed him more than they’d want Sarah. She was nothing in the grand scheme of things. But Drew? With him as lead on offense and me on defense? We were pretty fucking unstoppable. The board of governors would have to be batshit to break us up if they didn’t want us to win the championships, and as crazy as it sounded, that competition brought in the big bucks. It also brought in scouts, and scouts were vital to a team like HawkRidge’s, because they’d be able to declare on their pathetic prospectuses that collegiate footballers and, deeper into the future, NFL players, had once started their academic careers at HawkRidge High.

      You didn’t have to be a statistical genius to see Drew’s potential. It was something we shared, even if he had something I didn’t. A spark that made his work on the field magical.

      He had it in him to reach the big time… if a thing like a drug scandal didn’t ruin him before he had a chance to start his life.

      I clenched my fist around the solo cup in my hand, and wasn’t surprised when it crumpled in my fist.

      “Yeah, she was scared,” I mumbled, realizing that Max was waiting on my answer. I dumped the cup on the sand, digging it into the shore so it wouldn’t fly off and cause any litter, and murmured, “Made me feel weird to see that.”

      “That isn’t a bad thing, Sam,” Max said dryly. “I mean, you’re not a sociopath. You don’t want her to suffer, even if she is a bitch.”

      “True.” My throat felt thick. “Fuck,” I breathed.

      “What? What is it?”

      “I’m scared too.”

      He stilled. “Why?”

      “I just have a bad feeling about all of this. It’s not going to be pretty, and we’re all going to get tangled up in the mess. I can feel it in my gut.”

      “I’d like to say relying on your gut isn’t smart, but fuck, I know what you mean. I feel it too.” He scraped a hand over his chin, and the rasping sound reminded me of one of my fave ASMR vids.

      I shot him a look and asked, “Why are you here, Max?”

      He frowned. “Because I want to be.”

      “You’re on a sinking ship. You and I both know that. Especially if we can’t get our hands on her phone tonight, and it isn’t looking like we will any time soon.”

      He shrugged. “Isn’t the first time, won’t be the last. I have the least to lose out of all of you, so I’m not about to jump ship just because things are fucked up.”

      Loyalty wasn’t something I was unaccustomed to, but when shit was storing up and our backs were to the wall? It came as a surprise.

      “I don’t want you involved if more drugs are found in Jessa’s things. The admin will find a way to pin it on you. It’s in their best interest for it to be the black sheep of HawkRidge than for it to be a Rothskind wunderkind. I hate that it’s true, but it is. You and I both know it.” I hesitated. “What I’m saying is, if you speak about this with Jessa, she will understand.”

      He swallowed down a gulp of beer. “Maybe she would, maybe she wouldn’t. It’s not about her. It’s about me. Yesterday, I was going to run away. That was how scared I was but, and this is true, there’s nothing to pin this on me. Nothing at all. I was stupid, reacting instead of thinking, and maybe I’m doing the exact same thing now, but I don’t think so. Nothing physical connects me to the drugs, and I forgot that. For that matter, only the location ties the bags to Jessa. I made sure she grabbed them with a tissue so her prints aren’t on the drugs either…

      “I have feelings for her, Sam. You know that. I also consider you and Drew friends. Sure, we haven’t been that for long, but sometimes, you don’t have to be. I used to read about this kind of friendship in books and I thought it was bullshit. But it isn’t. I’ve found it and I’m not about to toss it away.

      “I have your back, man, and will for as long you need me to.”

      His words, in all honesty, didn’t come as that much of a surprise.

      There was a reason Drew and I hadn’t had a problem with Max hanging around with us. He was a cool guy, but more than that, he was deep, intense, and one of those folk it was cool to chill out with. His statement just confirmed what I’d always known about him—he was good people.

      “Thanks, bro,” I told him, aware that my voice was raspy with emotion and uncaring about it. Funny how, in the space of a day, we’d gone from sniping at one another to affirming our friendship—through good times and potential bad ones.

      “No need.”

      “What are you two talking about?” Jessa asked, the words coming out of nowhere.

      I peered over my shoulder. “Since when do you two sneak about?”

      “Since the wind picked up,” she replied wryly. “It’s noisy out here now. We weren’t sneaking, you just couldn’t hear us.”

      Now that I thought about it, it was windy as hell.

      With goosebumps pocking my skin, I leaped to my feet and jumped her. Shoving my shoulder to her belly, I hauled her up and over as she squealed and carried her in a fireman’s hold.

      “Drew’s had his turn, now it’s mine,” I declared as she giggled, and began whacking me on the ass.

      The party didn’t hold much promise, but I hadn’t been lying—this was the last party of the summer. And it would be the last party before the shit hit the fan.

      I intended to enjoy every second of it with the people who mattered the most to me.
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      After a night of dancing until the small hours, a night of drinking too much beer—well, the guys did that, not me—and a night of avoiding what was heading our way, the sound of someone screaming woke me up. I was burrowing deeply into the little pit Sam and I had made for ourselves. Max and Drew were sandwiching us on either side, and as I had last night, I thought about what that actually meant and got a little hot under the collar at the prospect of a real sandwich between the four of us…

      Of course, any horny thoughts were scattered to the wind as another scream pierced the morning light.

      It was only just light. There were too many shadows outside the tent, not enough for it to be earlier than seven, but the shrieking was testament to the fact that something was happening outside that wasn’t good.

      I scrambled out of the cocoon we’d made and began shaking Sam and Drew who were nearest to me. “Wake up, you two!” I growled, wondering how they could sleep through that nasty scream.

      Max was awake, though, and he shoved down the sleeping bag and made a move just as I did. He unfastened the zipper first, and when he peered out of the opening he made, he tensed— I saw his shoulders stiffen.

      “What the fuck?” he rasped.

      “What is it?” I demanded, shoving at him to move him out the way.

      When he shifted position, I dragged down the zipper and forced my way out. I’d been right about morning only just breaking, but there was enough light from all the flashlights being aimed at the lake to see what was lapping at the shore.

      A woman.

      Face down.

      The golden silk outfit she wore was now a dark ochre thanks to being water-logged.

      My throat felt thick at the sight, and my brow puckered in confusion. For a second, I could only stare, gaping at something I had to be misunderstanding. But when the figure didn’t leap up and scoff at us, when there was only silence as we gawped at the eerie stillness of the lax body, I whispered, “Is that who I think it is?”

      He didn’t reply, just helped me to my feet. As we scrambled closer to shore, I saw the other Sarahs on their knees, and I had my answer as to who’d been screaming. They were wailing like we were at a Greek funeral, but I couldn’t blame them.

      Not if it was who I thought it was.

      My mouth worked as I stared at the body.

      Face down, I couldn’t see any of her features, but her arms and legs were akimbo, her hair was scattered in the water, trailing in spidery lines now that it was bloated with liquid.

      The way the corpse lapped at the shore had nausea unfurling throughout me, and I staggered away, darting out of Max’s hold to toss up the little food I’d had last night onto the beach.

      Everyone knew who it was.

      We didn’t need to turn her over to know it. The Sarahs had confirmed it on their own.

      Sarah Dunham was dead.
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      Find out soon.

      Also, the list that Jessa mentioned, the one about a girl’s instincts that boys just don’t seem to need/have, I couldn’t find it. It was a Tumblr post that I read, and the reasons were numerous, but this Buzzfeed quiz is just as depressing. :/

      https://www.buzzfeed.com/beatrizserranomolina/way-too-routine
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